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In the. west, ever since Aristotle first described
tragedy as an imitation of the action of a great man,
plot has played a predominant role in the history of
literary criticism. In our day, R.S. Crane of the
Chicago Neo-Aristotelian School extended Aristotle's
basic idea of the dramatic plot to include such other
genres as the narrative and the lyric. Crane calls his
method a study of the poetic form, that is, a
synthesizing principle which links the constituent
parts of a literary work to achieve an artistic whole
capable of affecting readers emotionally.
In his study of narratives, Crane delineates three
kinds of plot constructions, namely, plots of action,
plots of character, and plots of thought. In each
of these, action, character, and thought function to
direct and shape the story's development. These three
kinds of plot constructions which involve the
understanding of the three elements' relationship as
synthesizing principle and subordinate parts are an
excellent set of guidelines for a study of the Erpai
stories.
This thesis applies Crane's method, with reference
to relevant Aristotelian conceptions, to an examination
of how the three kinds of plot constructions function
2in the Erpai stories how in each case the constituent
parts are synthesized into a whole and how the story
as an artistic entity affects readers emotionally. The
present study reveals that the majority of the Erpai
stories have plots of action, while only two plots of
character and one plot of thought are identified.
Furthermore, in these three exceptions it is still
action which plays a key role in organizing and shaping
the story's development. Thus action is the major
synthesizing principle in the Erpai stories.
In sum, action plots are the rule rather than the
exception in both the Erpai stories and in traditional
Western narratives. This is because readers of
traditional narratives seemed to prefer witnessing a
series of causational events. The fulfillment obtained
from plots of action can thus be seen as universal.
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Introduction
In both the Chinese and Western literary
traditions, interest in the study of narrative is a
relatively recent development. In China, as Cyril
Birch points out, textual research into such questions
as origins and authorship only began to be carried out
after the May Fourth Movement of 1919.1 Investigations
into the artistic aspects of Chinese narrative is an
even later development. In the West, little work was
probably done before the present century on the
development of critical methods for the study of
narrative works. In 1977, Birch wrote, "Over the past
twenty-five years the theory and practical techniques
of criticism of fiction have rapidly gained in
sophistication."2 Thanks to the progress in Western
theoretical and practical criticism, scholars in the
field of Chinese literature are now armed with "new and
sharper tools for analysing style, narrative method,
and modes of structuring."3 However, in the actual
application of Western methodology, differences between
the two traditions regarding generic issues, patterns
of narrative structure, presentation of events and
human figures, and the use of narrative devices have
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become evident.
Among these differences, the issue of structural
unity in Chinese narrative has received much critical
attention. Some critics describe Chinese narrative
works as episodic, and state that the intermingling of
events and non-events hinders an unilinear plot
development.4 In the early fifties John Bishop
criticized the "heterogeneous and episodic quality of
plot" in Chinese narrative and regarded this as one of
the several "limitations" of Chinese fiction.5 It is
only natural that Bishop took such an approach to
Chinese narrative since structural unity has, from the
time of Aristotle (384 B.C. - 322 B.C.), been stressed
in Western literary criticism as a criterion of
excellence. In his Poetics, Aristotle emphasized the
organic wholeness of literary works and stated that
"the structural union of the parts being such that, if
any one of them is displaced or removed, the whole will
be disjointed and disturbed" (VIII.4).6 Aristotle
further stated that "of all plots and actions the
epeisodic [sic] are the worst...a plot [is] 'epeisodic'
in which the episodes or acts succeed one another
without probable or necessary sequence" (IX.10).
While Bishop clearly "disdains" episodic narrative
works,7 some later critics take a more descriptive than
evaluative approach. They reveal the uniqueness of
Chinese narrative by explaining it from the Chinese
point of view, and in this context appraise and account
for the various structural, presentational and
conceptual differences which characterize the narrative
works of the two cultures.
Andrew H. Plaks and Lin Shuen-fu I- exDlair
Chinese narrative methods and patterns by examining the
cultural and philosophical conceptions behind them.




(Dream of the Red Chamber) and Xiyou ji
(Journey to the West) as manifestations of
the yin-yang and five-elements cosmological
theories, while Lin thinks that the narrative
structure in Rulin waishi 儒 林 外 史 (An Unofficial
History of the Scholars) is a reflection of the
dynamism and freedom inherent in Chinese cosmological
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thinking, following Joseph Needham. Eugene Eoyang
answers Bishop's widely-known accusations by describing
how the novel demonstrates a spatial rather than a
structural unity; the mystery story a psychological or
logical unity; and the oral narrative a temporal
unity. David T. Roy attempts to show us the
structural unity of Jinpingmei 金 瓶 悔 (The Golden
Lotus) by examining in detail the traditional Chinese
critic Zhang Zhupo's 参贅、‘‘I‘ commentary on the craft
of the novel. Roy considers Zhang's criticism a
Chinese poetics of the novel which demonstrates the
thesis that the work [Jinpingmei] as a whole is an
organic entity that has been constructed with great
care and to which every detail... makes a necessary
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contribution. Other critics, such as Robert Hegel,
Patrick Hanan and Phillip Sur I述孙 seek out
rhetorical unity in different narrative works. Both
Hegel and Hanan appraise Li Yufs 伞 ： 泡 satirical
technique in Rouputuan fa m K! (The Human Hassock),
while Sun notes that the structure of Jinpingmei relies
1 M
heavily on the use of irony.
As revealed from the research works done by this
group of critics just mentioned, they are surely aware
of Aristotle's idea of the whole and unity or
similar notions when starting off to search for the
individual Chinese narrative works' unifying
principles. While Aristotle emphasized more of union
in the structural aspect, that the work should exhibit
a beginning, a middle and an end (VII.2,3; XXIII.1),
this group of critics try to account for some non¬
structural elements, such as the philosophical, the
spatial, the psychological, the temporal and the
rhetorical, which function to shape the individual work
into an organic entity. Whatever aspect these literary
critics engage themselves in their search for the
unifying principle, they all cherish the expectation of
totality or coherence which they believe as the basis
of all literary works. They would, of course, agree
with S.T. Coleridge that a legitimate poem...must be
one the parts of which mutually support and explain
each other.15 It is due to the expectation of the
whole and the complete that this group of critics of
Chinese narratives endeavor to search for unifying
principles to be applied to their subject which differ
structurally from its Western counterpart. They are of
the idea that extended Chinese narratives are unified
under a larger framework which is not necessarily
structural.' Nevertheless, I find that the problems of
structural unity only appear most prominently in
extended Chinese narratives. In shorter narratives,
the situation is quite different: shorter works seem to
exhibit structural patterns very close to the VJestern
ideas of narrative structure. The action in shorter
narratives generally follow a pattern of exposition,
rising action and resolution, all evolving around a
major character. These works usually exhibit one
complete action which gives the work its shape, and
many examples manifest distinct structural unity.





(Records of the Marvels) and
(In Search of Deities), compiled
by Gan Bac (f1. ca. S17); Shishuo xinyu
11—0I‘I，？-)' (New Anecdotes of Social Talk) by Liu
Yiqing 刘 义 庆 (40R-4MA): and Taiping guangji
太 平 广 记 (Grand Gleanings Compiled during the
Taiping Reign Period) edited by Li Fang
：土：才 (925-
1 fi
996). There are also more examples of this kind of
narrative in the Tangren xiaoshuo 法 ， 、 小 说 ( 7hinnn i
| ' ，，三
of the Tang Period), and the vernacular fiction
of the Song
4
不 (960-1279), YBan IV (1280-1R69) and
Ming 明 (1368—1644) dynasties.
The short narrative pieces mentioned above have
1 7
what Hanan calls unitary plots. In Hanan's study
of the short stories written before 1550, he notices
that the plot is all of one piece; nothing substantial
can be subtracted from it without destroying it as a
plot...each part contributes significantly to the
1 8
whole. Hanan uses the concept of unitary plot to
explain the episodic structure in extended narrative by
saying that longer works are a conglomeration of a
group of unitary plots unified under a thematic
superstructure.
I agree with Hanan that the shorter narrative
works exhibit structural patterns and unity which
resemble in many ways the Western conception of
fictional structure. However, what specific structural
patterns are found in the shorter works? In what ways
do they achieve structural unity? And how are the
narrative techniques similar to and different from
those of the Western tradition? These are the
questions that I would venture to answer.
I have chosen to study Ling Mengchu's 1
(1580-1644) two collections of stories entitled Chuke
paian jingqi 仏 刻 ？ 日 茶 惊 对 and Erke paian jingqi
二 刻 拍 惊 每 (hereafter Erpa: 卜 ； )19 for
three reasons. First, the near eighty stories in the
two collections provide a rich source of materials for
identifying and illustrating different plot structures.
Second, by the seventeenth century, Chinese vernacular
short stories had evolved to a point where they could
be considered well developed works of the genre. They
are longer than earlier short stories, and thus offer a
clearer line of plot development and fuller depictions
of characters and events. And lastly, Ling's short
stories are much neglected, while the works of his
contemporary Feng Menglong (1574-1646) have
been dealt with in numerous studies. Hanan and Chou
Ying-hsiung are the two critics whom I am
aware of who have studied Ling's techniques in any
depth.
To better describe the different plot structure in
the Erpai, I have chosen to adopt the Neo-Aristotelian
critic, Ronald Salmon Crane's critical approach to
poetic form. His basic idea is that criticisms of
poetry, which in the large sense include prose fiction
and drama, involve an inquiry into the specific powers
of the poetic wholes brought about through a synthesis
of the work's necessary constituent elements. In the
criticism of narrative fiction, Crane based his
argument on the fictional constituent elements of
action, character and thought, and delineates three
kinds of plot construction, namely plots of action,
plots of character and plots of thought. Such
delineation provides a convenient basis upon which to
describe the structure of the short stories in an
orderly manner.
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In the first chapter of this study, I will
introduce Crane's critical framework in the light of
relevant Aristotelian ideas in the Poetics. Chapters
Two, Three and Four will discuss respectively plots of
action, plots of character and plots of thought as
manifested in the Erpai.
I consider such tasks as describing and
classifying different plot structures in the Erpai both
legitimate and contributive as literary criticism. The
job is certainly not classification for its own sake,
but it entails significances far more profound than it
might seem to suggest. For instance, Northrop Frye's
Anatomy of Criticism is a famous example of a
systematic study of literary criticism. This is how he
justifies the schematic nature of his book:
There is a place for classification in
criticism, as in any other discipline which
is more important than an elegant
accomplishment of some mandarin caste. The
strong emotional repugnance felt by many
critics toward any form of schematization in
poetics is again the result of a failure to
distinguish criticism as a body of knowledge
from the direct experience of literature,
where every a is unique, and classification
has no place.
Another literary critic, Joseph T. Shipley, has this to
say when talking about literary classification:
The purpose of the careful examination or
literary works and processes, which is a
large part of the critic's business, is to
disengage and note specific elements or
characteristics of those things...What is
unique in a work of art may indeed be what is
most significant and valuable in it, and most
9
important for the critic to seize and
indicate;... and to classify objects according
to common qualities is a natural and
inevitable operation of the mind in knowing,
an operation that23 requires no ulterior
justification.
To accomplish my present job, I may also be seen as
following closely the rationale which is very similar
to that of genre classification.
Theory of genres is a principle of order: it
classifies literature and literary history
not by time or place (period or national
language) but by specifically literary types
of organization or structure. Any critical
and evaluative- as distinct from historical
- study involves 24in some form, the appeal to
such structures.
In much the same way, I group the short stories into
distinct types according to their plot constructions.
This type of classification is an excellent descriptive
device for highlighting the technical characteristics
of each group of stories, and a way of facilitating our
understanding of the literary achievement of the entire
work. Just as Norman Friedman has told us: No one can
decide which type the form of a given plot is without,
first, reading it very attentively and, second,
thinking back over it with extreme care. This, at
least, is a gain not to be despised..."25 The job of
literary classification is basically beneficial to our
understanding of the work's literary art.
The present approach based on Aristotle and
Crane's critical ideas is enlightening also in a
comparative sense. We can compare literary works of
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different cultures based on one particular set of
criteria so that characteristics unique to works of
each culture, as well as those common to both, are thus
highlighted. Note these words of Francois Jost:
Empirically oriented genre and form studies
serve above all to coordinate works written
in various languages, to bring them closer
together or to place them in contrast in
order not only to better apprehend their
purport and meaning in the course of history,
but also to2getter understand the making of
literature.
Furthermore, as Friedman again suggests, it is not
classification for its own sake, but a variety of
possible ways of seeing the wholes.27 The approach
facilitates our definition of the whole through an
examination of the parts and devices, their
relationship to the whole, and the power resulting from
the whole. The idea of wholeness is not just one
concept emphasized and advocated by Aristotle and many
other critics, but is in fact one basic notion in the
understanding of literary works, classic or modern,
East or West. In his investigation of the poetics of
the lyrics, Jonathan Culler claims the necessary
function of a harmonious totality 28 which governs our
understanding of all literary works:
The crucial-point, however, is that even ii
we deny the need for a poem to be a
harmonious totality we make use of the notion
in reading. Understanding is necessarily a
teleological process and a sense of totality
is the end which governs its progress.
Ideally, one should be able to account for
evervthing in a poem and among comprehensive
11
explanations we should prefer those which
best succeed in relating items to one another
rather than offer separate and unrelated
explanations. And poems which succeed as
fragments or as instances of incomplete
totality depend for their success on the fact
that our drive towards totality enables us to
recognize their gaps and discoWnuities and
to give them a thematic value.29
Our objective to define the whole thus makes relevant
the detailed explication of the short stories in
Chapters Two, Three and Four.
In the course of classification, another task is
to identify the distributive pattern of the three kinds
of plot constructions in the Erpai. This study
concludes that the majority of the Erpai stories employ
plots of action, while plots of character and thought
are much less exploited by Ling.
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The Critical Framework of
the Aristotelian and Neo-Aristotelian Criticism
1
The Aristotelian conceptions of plot which were
stated in the Poetics in the fourth century B.C.
provided a strong theoretical basis for Western
literary criticism. However, due to the fragmentary
nature of the treatise, plot remains one literary
concept about which there has been much disagreement
throughout the history of literary criticism.
For example, there are the two opposing views on
whether plot or character should be given the primary
consideration.
Aristotle considers plot the first principle
and...the soul of a tragedy, while character holds
the second place (XI.14). By plot, Aristotle means an
imitation of an action which exhibits a casual pattern
of a beginning, a middle and an end (VII.2,3 XXIII.1).
And through action the character's happiness or sadness
is revealed (VI.10). Robie Macauley and George Lanning
suggest that the Aristotelian concept of the plot
reflects this basic way of looking at life:
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...we cannot expect to look directly into
human minds. The primary evidence, the only
reliable evidence we have about human life is
the way people act and the things they do....
Character is inferred by action, the only
true waT to read character is through
action.
The arrangement and presentation of human action is the
writer's primary concern, while character is only a
means to this end. In the nineteenth century, such
fiction writers as Henry Fielding and Samuel Richardson
achieved in their works a full command of the
Aristotelian plot. However, writers of the early
twentieth century found that the Aristotelian plot
represented only a rigid and mechanical framework which
limited the story's development. As Forster pointed
out, Nearly all novels are feeble at the end. This is
because the plot requires to be wound up.2 Others such
as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf argued that active
characters rather than human actions constitute the
dynamic aspect of narrative. Their view is that
knowledge of human beings begins with a
knowledge of character, and thus literary art
should begin there as well. What a man is
dictates what he does....The novelist's main
task is to know character and only ten to
decide what actions proceed from it.
They are thus more interested in the character and his
psychological truth rather than an imposed plot scheme.
The so-called Chicago Neo-Aristotelian critics of
the forties and fifties explored and extended the
Aristotelian-principles and method as stated in the
20
Poetics. They believed that the Aristotelian
conception of plot is especially illuminating as a
critical framework. However, they regarded most
interpretations and applications of Aristotelian
critical ideas as characterized by reduction and
distortion. Crane, often considered the first and
foremost proponent of the school, criticizes the
general disjunction in literary criticism of the four
elements of plot, character, thought and diction which
were originally discussed with a form-matter
relationship in the Poetics.5 He claims that critics
should focus on the nature and-functional
interrelations of the four parts as elements in an
artistic synthesis of a particular kind" rather than
treating the elements as "discrete loci."6 Motivated by
their admiration and "strong temperamental affinity"
for the poetic method of Aristotle, the school of
critics attempted to develop, through extension and
refinement of its basic concepts, "a kind of practical
criticism of literary texts (CC, p. 18).
The first public disclosure of their particular
critical orientation appeared in the Kansas City
University Review (Winter 1942), in which Crane wrote a
forward to an article entitled Two Essays in Practical
Criticism written by.his younger colleague, Norman
Maclean, and his student, Elder Olson.7 This was
followed, during the 1940s, by a number of somewhat
over-enthusiastic essays written by these three critics
21
and others who were attracted to the movement. Most of
these essays were published in Modern Philosophy, a
journal edited by Crane.8 In 1952, with the publication
of Critics and Criticism: Ancient and Modern, the
group's critical orientation was expressed for the
first time in a coherent manner. This, of course, did
not imply a general acceptance of the movement by other
literary critics. In fact, there was much disagreement
and unfavorable criticism directed toward the
narrowness of the methodology. It was criticized for
its insistance on the application of the Aristotelian
mode as the sole critical basis for textual studies,
and the generally ill-tempered and offensive tone of
the essays in their complete negation and rebuttal of
the critical contributions of such critics as I.A.
Richards, William Empson, Cleanth Brooks, R.E. Heilman
and others.9
Crane resorts to the critical system of the past
and believes that the poetic method of Aristotle
provides a conceptual framework still valid today and
that it can stimulate revealing discussions upon a wide
range of critical questions, such as the principle of
structure in individual literary works and inquiry
into the specific characters and powers...of possible
kinds of poetic wholes (CC, p. 13).
The particular critical framework thus formulated
by Crane is a study of poetic forms, that is,... the
overall principle... that makes of the materials of a
22
work a single definite thing, in relation to the
material elements of literary works. Crane calls this
method a criticism of forms and praises it highly:
...it is still the sole method capable of
dealing adequately and at the same time
literally with those characteristics and
values in any literary work which derive from
its construction as a self-contained whole
endowed with a power of affecting us in a
particular way by virtue of the manner in
which its internal parts are conceived and
fitted together (CC, pp. 616-17).
However, Crane also points out that this method is
not without its limitations, in the same way that the
critic's choice of or commitment to any particular
critical framework necessarily imposes restrictions, to
a certain extent, upon his inquiry and analysis. He
admits that the method's major shortcoming lies in the
way it treats poetic works as finished products
detached, isolated and abstracted from social and
historical factors, and from the psychology, philosophy
and personality of the author. He is aware that poetic
works do not come from, or exist in a void. They are
surely affected, conditioned and directed by the above-
mentioned dimensions.
Crane is of course well aware of the importance of
extrinsic factors in shaping and influencing the nature
and quality of poetic-works. He explains that his
exclusion of the extrinsic is only provisional. He
argues that critics should start with a criticism of
the poetic form, that is, gaining a thorough
23understanding of the problems concerning a poetic
work's particular principles of construction and
effect, and then, based on this knowledge, make further
inquiries in the fields of "criticism of qualities" or
"historical inquiries of various sorts" (CC, p. 646-
647).
Crane claims that this is both the proper and most
rewarding approach for literary critics to follow,
since the three types of criticism or inquiry
(criticism of form, criticism of qualities and
historical inquires) are complementary in that the
criticism of form can be supplemented by the criticism
-of qualities and investigations into historical issues,
while the latter two benefit from a firm realization of
problems of the internal and a literary work's power to
affect its readers.
The next two sections will deal respectively with
Crane's ideas of the matter and the forms of the plot.
I will compare the Aristotelian conceptions with those
of Crane, as well as suggest the kinds of extensions
Crane has formulated on the basis of the original
Aristotelian principles. To conclude, I will discuss
the contribution Aristotle and Crane's method can make
to practical literary criticism.
2
Crane's concept of the matter of plot is partly
24Aristotelian and partly a product of his own
elaboration of the basic Aristotelian ideas. Let us
begin with the former.
When Aristotle writes by plot I here mean the
arrangement of the incidents (VI.6), he is viewing
plot as a kind of structural pattern or organizing
principle according to which the incidents or episodes
can be orderly arranged. Furthermore, there are
several prerequisite properties of the plot which
determine its quality. First, the plot must exhibit a
sense of organic wholeness and unity resulting from a
synthesis of its six 'parts' of plot, character,
diction, thought, spectacle and song (VI.2,7,11I VII.ll
VIII.ZI XXIII.1). Second, it imitates a single action
which is whole and complete, having a beginning, a
middle and an end (VII.2,3 XXIII.1). Third, the
objects of imitation must be organized according to the
principles of causality (IX.11), probability (IX.1,i
XXIV.10 XXV.17) and possibility (IX.2). Fourth, a
complex plot in which a change of fortune is
accompanied by a reversal of the situation or
recognition (or by both) is preferred to a simple plot
in which the change takes place without reversal or
recognition (X.1,2 XI XVI XVIII.2). Fifth, the plot
should fall into two parts: complication and unraveling
or denouement (XVIII.1).
I refer to these realizations of the plot as the
lower or the material level of the plot in the
25Aristotelian sense. The lack of these qualities will
render the work a product of the historical (IX.2-11
XIII.1) or the episodic (IX.10). This lower or
material level of the plot is distinguished from its
higher or formal level.
The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics11
stateSthat by 'plot,' Aristotle means the arrangement
of the incidents and the imitation of an action.
These two related conditions constitute the basic and
minimal definition of the Aristotelian plot. I want to
supplement this reference work by mentioning a
distinction between the two mutually related
conditions, that is, that the first denotes the
structural and the material while the second denotes
the affective produced through the organic wholeness of
the work. I take these two levels of the plot to
further represent the matter and the form of the plot
respectively in Crane's critical framework. Crane,
too, is well aware of the double meaning of the term
'plot':
...several of my friends... would prefer tnat
I should use some other word than 'plot' to
designate the formal principle I have been
attempting to define. I am inclined to agree
with them, and only wish that they or I could
think of a better term (CC, p. 633, footnote
no. 13).
When viewed from another angle, the material ana
formal levels of the plot represent, respectively,
concerns with the making of a work and the response to
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a work, as suggested in the Princeton Encyclopedia of
Poetry and Poetics:
Viewed in terms of the principles
controlling the making of a work of art,
plot has referred to action, to pattern, to
structure or some variation of these
elements viewed in terms of the
psychological and emotional response of the
audience or reader, plot has referred to
impression, to sense of unitto purpose,
or to some similar response.
Let us continue with trie structural or trie
material aspect of the Aristotelian plot. Aristotle
says, I propose to...inquire into the structure of the
plot as requisite to a good poem into the number and
nature of the parts of which a poem is composed...
(I.1), the structural union of the parts being such
that, if any one of them is displaced or removed, the
whole will be disjointed and disturbed (VIII.). Here
Aristotle's interest is in the study of the
relationship between the parts and the whole. The
writer must be able to synthesize the various
constituent parts of the literary work into a coherent
whole so that it exhibits a sense of organic
completeness.
Among the six elements of tragedy, Aristotle pays
special attention to plot, character and thought. He
calls them the three objects of imitation (VI.7,4), and
describes their relationship in this way:
Tragedy is the imitation of an action; and
an action implies personal agents, who
necessarily possess certain distinctive
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qualities both of character and thought for
it is by these that we qualify actions
themselves, and these--thought and character
--are the two natural causes from which
actions spring, and on actions again all
success or failure depends (VI. 5).
Crane, following basically Aristotle's critical
idea, concentrates on the study of the relationship
between these three elements. He says,
the things imitated necessarily involve human
beings interacting with one another in ways
determined by, and in turn affecting, their
moral characters and their states of mind
(i.e. their reasonings, emotions, and
attitudes) (CC, p. 620).
And based on the fundamental ideas of Aristotle
concerning the lower or material level of the plot,
Crane defines the meaning of the plot in this way:
the plot of any novel or drama is the
particular temporal synthesis effected by
the writer of the elements of action,
character, and thought that constitute the
matter of his invention (CC, p. 620).
Hence, the significance of the plot lies in its
indispensable function to combine the constituent
elements of action, character and thought into a single
or unified whole.
Up to this stage, Crane's definition of the plot
resembles closely the Aristotelian. Let us now examine
that part of Crane's idea of the matter of plot which I
consider a product of his own elaboration of the basic
Aristotelian ideas. Crane believes that as the weight
of the three constituent elements varies, the plot will
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demonstrate a different structural pattern. He says,
...plot will differ in structure according as one or
another of the three causal ingredients is employed as
the synthesizing principle (CC, p. 620). This
realization leads smoothly into a major proposition
made by Crane: that there are three types of plot
constructions, namely, the plots of action, plots of
character and plots of thought (CC, p. 620).
Crane's delineation of these three constructions
suggests a dynamic form-matter relationship among the
three constituent elements any one of the three can be
employed as a synthesizing principle upon which the
other two elements are brought together and contribute
to the wholeness of the literary work.
This delineation of different plot constructions
is certainly absent in the Poetics simply because
Aristotle assigns a hierarchical relationship to the
elements of action, character and thought. He states,
...tragedy is the imitation of an action, and of the
agents mainly with a view to the action (VI.15)
...Character comes in as subsidiary to the actions
(VI.10) Third in order is thought (VI.16). The
imposition of a hierarchical importance to the
constituent elements evidently imposes certain limits
on practical criticism. Literary creation which is
dynamic in nature does not permit a rigid form-matter
relationship between its constituent elements. We are
aware, of course, that because of Aristotle's
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preoccupation with the dramatic, he assigns the first
importance to action, while in other genres such as
fiction or prose it is possible for character and
thought to play the synthesizing role.
Let us consider one by one the three types of plot
constructions proposed by Crane.
In the first [plots of action], the
synthesizing principle is a completed
change, gradual and sudden, in the situation
of the protagonist, determined and effected
by character and thought (CC, p. 620)
Here action or the situation of the protagonist
undertakes the synthesizing change, while character and
thought work together to help accomplish the change.
The Aristotelian definition of action runs like this:
Now character determines men's qualities, but it is by
their action that they are happy or the reverse
(VI.10). Therefore, the character's good or bad
fortune is revealed through action. Friedman suggests
to us a more detailed definition based on the original
Aristotelian ideas: 'Action' or 'fortune' refers to
the protagonist's honor, status, and reputation, his
goods, loved ones, health, and well-being. Fortune is
revealed in what happens to him--happiness or misery--
13 In ourand to his plans--success or failure.
subsequent analysis of. the Erpai stories, we will find
that Friedman's elaboration of the original
Aristotelian ideas provides an extremely practical
cruideline for the identification and examination of the
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synthesizing changes.
Next is the plot of character:
...in the second [plots of character], the
principle is a completed process of change in
the moral character of the protagonist,
precipitated or molded by action, and made
manifested both in it and in thought and
feeling (CC, pp. 620-621)
Here the moral character undertakes the synthesizing
change, while action and thought work together to help
accomplish the change. Aristotle defines character in
this way: By character I mean that in virtue of which
we ascribe certain qualities to the agents (VI.6)
Character is that which reveals moral purpose, showing
what kind of things a man chooses or avoids. Speeches,
therefore, which do not make this manifest, or in which
the speaker does not choose or avoid anything whatever,
are not expressive of character (VI.17) ...any
speech or action that manifests moral purpose of any
kind will be expressive of character: the character
will be good if the purpose is good (XV.1).
Friedman's definition of character is very close to the
Aristotelian: 'Character' refers-to the protagonist's
motives, purposes, and goals, his habits, behavior, and
will, and may be noble or base, good or bad,
sympathetic or unsympathetic, complete or incomplete,
mature or immature. Character is revealed when he
decides voluntarily to pursue or abandon a course of
action and in whether he can indeed put his decision
into effect. 14 Here both critics put emphasis on the
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presentation of personality traits, moral purpose and
decision making as necessary expressions of character.
Character is expressed not only through actions, but
also speech, according to Aristotle.
Last is the plot of thought:
...in the third [plots of thought], the
principle is a completed process of change
in the thought of the protagonist and
consequently in his feelings, conditioned
and directed by character and action (CC,
pp. 621).
Here thought undertakes the synthesizing change, while
action and character work together to help accomplish
the change. Aristotle's definition of thought is
rather sketchy: Thought is required wherever a
statement is proved, or...a general truth enunciated
(VI.6) Thought...is found where something is proved
to be or not to be, or a general maxim is enunciated
(VI.17) Under thought is included every effect which
has to be produced by speech...for what were the
business of a speaker, if the thought were revealed
quite apart from what he says (XIX.2 3)? In this
area, Friedman's elaboration of the meanings of thought
is attentive and illuminating, and provides a clear
guideline for practical criticism: 'Thought' refers to
the protagonist's state of mind, attitudes, reasonings,
emotions, beliefs, conceptions, and knowledge. Thought
is revealed either omnisciently, as in many novels, or
in what the character says when stating a general
proposition, arguing a particular point, or explaining
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his view of a situation.15
One very important prerequisite common to these
three types of plot construction is that the
synthesizing change must exhibit a complete process.
In other words, the change must be complete and be
presented in a form similar to that of a beginning, a
middle and an end. Development is the key word here.
Thus, in my opinion, the absence of a complete process
of change which operates as the organizing principle
renders the literary work something other than that
which can be described by the three plot constructions.
In the first part of his inquiry into the matter
of the plot (CC, pp. 624-31) as demonstrated in Tom
Jones, Crane analyses the dynamic system of actions
in the novel. He distinguishes three major stages in
the action which function as a gradual change in the
form of a beginning, a middle and an end of the
plot, thus making it a whole. Crane describes Tom
Jones as having a plot of action,16 which leads him to
focus his analysis on how Tom's situation and fortune
change and develop under the influence of character and
thought.
Crane's discrimination of the three types of plot
construction is an invaluable contribution. It
provides us with a systematic approach to understanding
the relationship between the parts and the whole in a
work of literature, while Aristotle's confinement to
the dramatic and his hierarchical ordering of the parts
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impose inevitable limitations upon the criticism of
narrative works.
However, Crane does not suggest any explicit ways
of determining the correct type of plot construction.
It is Friedman who provides us with clearer guidelines
in this respect. In the introduction to the section on
Plot, Structure, and Proposition in which Friedman's
essay is included immediately after an extract of
Crane's essay on Tom Jones, Philip Stevick, the editor,
explains the relationship of these two essays in this
way: Norman Friedman's essay proceeds from Crane's
position-to build a systematic account of the way in
which fictional plots operate...17 In his essay,
Friedman explains the essence of Crane's forms of the
plot, defines a few key terms, suggests the procedure
for defining the form of a given plot, and finally
names and illustrates some fourteen types of plot forms
under the three categories of plot of fortune
[action], plot of character and plot of thought.
Friedman's essay is helpful as a reference to Crane's
critical position. Friedman suggests that this is the
procedure we should take in the identification of
different plot constructions:
We ask first whether the major change is in
fortune [action], character, or thought and
derive therefrom our three main categories
we ask further, with each category, whether
the particular change is from a satisfactory
state to a less satisfactory state or from a
less satisfactory to a more satisfactory
one and we ask, finally, how the remaining
two factors are related as material to this
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end. 18
Hence, in regard to the actual application of
theoretical concepts, Crane's propositions can be seen
as an extension of Aristotle's, whereas Friedman's are
an extension of Crane's.
3
In Crane's opinion, merely paying attention to the
material structure of the plot is not enough. The
reason is that
a plot...is not merely a particular synthesis
of particular materials of character,
thought, and action, but such a synthesis
endowed necessarily, because it imitates in
words a sequence of human activities, with a
power to affect our opinions and emotions in
a certain way (CC, p. 621).
This power or effect is the form or the first
constructive principle of the plot. In order to
appreciate the special artistic quality of the novel
or its plot proper, Crane claims that we have to loot:
for this formal principle.
The formal meaning of the plot proposed by Crane
corresponds to Aristotle's theory of catharsis (VI.2
TX.11 XIV.1,2). Aristotle's theory states that on
watching terrible or pitiful events, the audience will
be thrilled with horror or melt in pity, thus resulting
in a proper purgation of these emotions from which the
pleasure of watching a tragedy is derived. However,
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due to the absence of an explanation of the actual
meaning of proper purgation, the key term to an
understanding of catharsis, the theory remains
debatable. 19
Crane does not deal with the ambiguous and
controversial topic of catharsis. He bases his theory
on the fundamental philosophy underlying Aristotle's
ideas concerning the audience's emotional response, and
through modification and extension, establishes a
critical system of his own. He starts out from
Aristotle's proper purgation of the emotions of pity
and fear and then focuses his attention upon the
underlying principle that a poetic form can effect
emotional responses in an audience or readers. And
since Crane does not limit himself to tragedy alone,
the resulting emotions can vary and include sympathy,
hatred, excitement, happiness, fulfillment, desire,
etc.
We can see how profound and dynamic the emotional
effect of a poetic work can be when we read Crane's
essay on Tom Jones, wherein he spends several pages
examining our possible opinions and impressions of the
personality of the characters, our admiration and
sympathy for them, our fear of misfortune for some
characters and our contempt for others, and how our
pity, fear and indignation are attenuated (CC9 pp. 632-
38).
In order to produce an intended emotional effect
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on the reader, both Aristotle and Crane emphasize the
need for careful craftsmanship. Aristotle states that
a poetic work must be able to produce proper pleasure
instead of chance pleasure (XIV.2 XXIII.1 XXVI.7).
In order to produce proper pleasure, the poet must pay
attention to the following criteria: the events should
take the spectators by surprise and follow the laws of
causality (IX.11), in addition to displaying a distinct
sense of design (IX.12) the poet should choose a
complex plot which entails reversal and recognition
over a simple plot (X, XI, XVI) an irreparable error
(XIII.3 XIV.7) should be made by a noble and good
character (XV.1,2), leading to misfortune for people
who are dear to him (XIV.li) and a probable
impossibility is preferred to an improbable possibility
(XXIV.10), etc. In the course of artistic creation,
the poet should bear only one aim in mind: to produce a
proper emotional effect on the audience through an
intelligent handling of materials in the above manner.
Hence, the effect or power of the work has to be
carefully calculated.
In much the same way, Crane states that Fielding,
and all other writers, must follow two practices during
the course of artistic creation:
tut
...first, to estabiisn ana maintain in
reader a general frame of mind appropriate to
the emotional quality of the story as a whole
and, second, to make sure that the feelings
aroused by his characters at particular
moments or stages of the action [are] kept in
proper alignment with the intended over-all
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effect (CC, p. 641).
Fielding has the solution to these two problems in mind
when he handles parts of the plot in such a way that
they remain consonant with the formal comic demands of
the whole. Crane has also illustrated to us how
Fielding builds up the comic sense of his work by
employing various devices and expedients to help
establish the controlling influence of the form.
While in actual practical criticism, in order to
discover the formal principle of any given plot, Crane
says that the critic, as a reader himself, should
consider the following three items in regard to the
reader's psychological and emotional response:
(1) the general estimate we are induced to
form...of the moral character and deserts
of the hero, as a result of which we tend
to wish for him either good or bad
fortune in the end
(2) the judgements we are led similarly to
make about the nature of the events that
actually befall the hero or seem likely
to befall him, as having either painful
or pleasurable consequences for him...
(3) the opinions we are made to entertain
concerning the degree and kind of his
responsibility for what happens to
him...(CC, p. 632).
Crane's study of the formal aspects of the plot of Tom
Jones is carried out in.ways which conform to these
three criteria.
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Crane claims that the methodology of Aristotle and
neo-Aristotelianism are viable tools of literary
criticism. Let us consider their versatility, which is
apparent in two areas. First, they are comprehensive:
they analyse the composite wholes of poetic works,
taking into consideration all the elements necessary to
a poem of any kind. This awareness of the relationship
between the.parts and the whole is particularly helpful
in criticism, since we try to look at poetic works as
artistic wholes and observe how a sense of wholeness is
achieved through a synthesis-of the constituent
elements. Identification and understanding of the
artistic whole is especially important since it is
prerequisite to our further investigation of the
literary work's power or effect upon the reader. If we
are not aware of, or do not accept artistic wholeness
as the primary concern of literary criticism, we may,
in the course of our study, break a work down by
isolating its constituent elements instead of viewing
it as an organic whole constructed according to a
specific synthesizing principle.
Second, the method deals with problems of the
intrinsic. It aims at a literal investigation and
explanation of a poetic works' immediate and internal
causes. A more profound understanding of a work's
artistic quality can be obtained from the method's
preoccupation with the immediate constructive problems
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of writers in the making of individual works and with
the artistic reasoning necessarily involved in their
successful solution.20
Crane's method, as an evolved form of basic
Aristotelian concepts, contributes to practical
criticism in two areas. First, the method is an
inductive inquiry into the principles poets have
actually used in building poems.21 This means that the
critic does not depend on or impose any favourite
hypothesis of structure upon the work which he
undertakes to analyse.22 For example, in analysing an
elegy, the critic is not preoccupied with assumptions
about what the structure of an elegy should be like.,
and thus looks for evidence in the work to fulfill his
assumptions. Inductive inquiry protects literary
criticism from being hampered by doctrinal
preconceptions. 23
Second, the methods's flexibility and universality
makes possible a wide range of applications. The terms
and devices the method provides can be extended in
different ways to cope with the particular demands of
an indefinite number of poetic forms, while retaining
their basic critical capabilities. Besides, these
devices can be employed to discover the wide range of
artistic modifications carried out by a poet for
various poetic ends. The method therefore adds new
dimensions to formal criticism.
For example, Crane extends Aristotle's major
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preoccupation with the dramatic by examining such
genres as the narrative and the lyric. Crane has
demonstrated to us, through his examination of the plot
of Tom Jones, his method's applicability to the study
of full-length imitative narratives. Regarding the
shorter imitative forms such as lyric poems, he has
this to say:
Lyrics, it is plain, do not have plots, but
any successful lyric obviously has something
analogous to a plot in the sense of a
specific form which synthesizes into a
definite emotional whole what is said or done
in the poem and conditions the necessities
and probabilities which 2hhe poet must embody
somehow in his lines...
He has also demonstrated to us, by a brief study of Sir
John Henry Moore's poem, The Duke of Benevento, how
the criticism of form is also applicable to the study
of the lyric.25 Apart from the imitative, Crane claims
that his method is also applicable to the many non-
imitative species of poetry or imaginative literature
with which the Poetics does not deal at all.26 He adds
that the criticism of form, if applied correctly and
intelligently, can be widely applied to almost all
other literary genres. His aim is to arrive at a
methodology suitable for and beneficial to the study of
general poetics. Here is Crane's overall perspective
regarding the criticism of poetic forms:
The criticism of poetry (in the large sense
that includes prose fiction and drama)
is...primarily an inquiry into the specific
characters and powers, and the necessary
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constituent elements, of possible kinds of
poetic wholes, leading to an appreciation, in
individual works, of how well their writers
have accomplished the particular sorts of
poetic tasks which the natures of the wholes
they have attempted to construct imposed on
them (CC, p. 13).
Olson, another chief figure among the Chicago Neo-
Aristotelian critics, demonstrates, in his interesting
study of W.B. Yeats' Sailing to Byzantium, how the
criticism of poetic forms is applicable to the study of
the lyric.27 Olson finds that the strictly Aristotelian
principle of plot cannot be applied to the study of the
lyric without modification and extension. He attempts,
instead, to discover some principle in the work which
is the principle of its unity and order...i.e., a
formal principle of the poem. 28 In his opinion, the
four stanzas of the poem embody a progression
explicable in the following manner:
Stanza I presents a rejection of passion,
stanza II an acceptance of intellection
then, turning on the realization that art is
insouled, stanza III presents a rejection of
the corruptible embodiment, and A anza IV, an
acceptance of the incorruptible.
When viewed in this respect, the poem demonstrates a
development out of passion into intellection, out of
corruption into permanence.30 All sources of conflict
in the first three stanzas are resolved in the last:
The old has become the ageless impotency has been
exchanged for a higher power the soul is free of
passion and free for its joy, and it sings as youth
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once sang...31 Hence, the ordering principle of this
poem is a tissue not of events but of ideas, and the
problem of finding a suitable compensation for the
losses suffered in old age orders the whole poem.32
Since the poem describes the mental process involved in
a search for eternal joy and involves decision-making
in the sense that the poet prays for death, for
release from his mortal body...wishes
reinearnation...in the immortal and changeless
embodiment of art,33 it can be described as having a
plot of thought as its synthesizing principle.
To conclude, it should be emphasized once again
that according to Crane,_the study of the material and
formal aspects of poetic works can never be separated,
simply because they belong to one and the same entity
that the study of the material necessarily leads to the
study of the formal, if the study is to be of any
significance at all and that the study of the formal
necessarily involves inquiry into the material and the
organic unity of the constituent elements if we want to
understand the effects they produce.
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Chapter Two
Plots of Action in the Erpai
1
By plots of action Crane means that the
synthesizing principle is a completed change, gradual
and sudden, in the situation of the protagonist,
determined and effected by character and thought...
(CC9 p. 620, see above, p. 29). In this kind-of plot
construction, such changes in the protagonist's
situation as his fortune, honor, status, reputation,
success or failure etc. (see above, p. 29) become the
major organizing principle unifying the constituent
parts of character and thought, and at the same time
direct and shape the story's development.
The majority of the Erpai stories have action
plots. This is because Ling pays particular attention
to create interesting and intriguing action plots so as
to appeal to his readers. This chapter will begin with
a detailed examination of one particular action plot to
see how changes in action function as synthesizing
principle to unit character and thought, and how the
story as a whole affects the reader's emotions. This
is followed by a brief discussion of four groups of
action plots classified according to their thematic
implications. The chapter will then conclude with a
brief consideration of a group of action plots which
appear as variants of Crane's model.
Let us now, following Crane's Tom Jones study as






(1.1) can be described as having a plot of action.
The story goes like this. A scholar by the name
of Wen Ruoxu 上 士入 七 ， 化 is forced to go into business
due to his declined family fortune. He fails in all of
his attempts to make money, thus getting the nickname
fdaoyunhan1
7 7‘ 1““
认 (CK, p. 8)(bad-luck fellow). One
day, he joins his friends on an overseas business trip
with the sole aim of going sight-seeing. He spends the
one tael of silver given to him by his friends on a big
basket of tangerines for their use during the trip. At
the first stop, Wen displays the tangerines on the deck
to check whether they are still fresh. The local
people, attracted by the fruit's glaring color, urge
Wen to sell them. As a result, Wen makes a small
fortune, far beyond his expectations. After a few days
at sea, the ship anchors near a deserted island due to
bad weather. Wen brings back a large tortoise shell
from the top of a hill as a souvenir of the journey.
At the next stop, the businessmen meet a Persian
merchant who accidentally sees the shell and offers
fifty thousand taels of gold for it. After the
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transaction is completed, the Persian explains that the
object he has purchased is a very precious dragon shell
with twenty-four giant luminous pearls inside. glen
then settles down as a rich merchant and takes over the
running of a big satin shop, and soon marries and
establishes a family.1
In this story, the events center around the
dramatic change of fortune for Wen. The change is
complete and takes place in three stages. The first
stage which constitues the beginning of the process of
change ends with Wen's ultimate failure in business.
The middle stage starts when he decides to take the
business trip and ends when he makes a small fortune
selling the tangerines. she final stage starts from
his visit to the deserted island and ends with him
settling down in a foreign place as a rich merchant.
In order to discuss the synthesizing principle in
this story, I will not only examine hot organic unity
is achieved through the author's manipulation of
action, character and thought, but more significanty,
also study the story's power to affect the reader
through an examination of the author's comic, ironic
and satiric attitudes directed toward the protagonist's
particular change of fortune. I believe that these
attitudes function as a Formal principle in the story.
In other words, they play an integral role in producing
particular emotional responses in the reader, just as
the author intends.
Patrick Hanan classifies this story as a "comedy 
2of fortune." One can tell from the title of the story 
that fortune functions as the "unifying idea" of the 
story’s series of happenings. Let us examine Wen’s 
situation before his fortune changes. In the beginning 
stage, he starts off as the heir of his wealthy 
family’s property. ( ft _h '& ft ft ft 'ft M  CK, p. 7)
However, he is not keen at making money, and his family
property gradually declines. ( fill . . . . .  ft -p ft ft; ft; ft f t ......... ,
& ......... I1 &  is ft; I  f  i l  T  I  CK, p. 7) Pressed by
his situation, he is reluctant to go into business for 
himself, having witnessed how one can get rich in this 
way. However, owing to bad luck, he often fails in his 
business. ( ft fk '** l-> ft 'K 'K CK, p.
8) His efforts to make money thus result in his losing 
all of his family property, ( ft! ft Tt ft ■' :\¥ J
CK, p. 8) and he is turned into a loafer. ( ft- L; ft
ft S’ ft. !% jp. ft ft ft ft CK, p. 8) Hence, in the
first stage, Wen is in a very desperate situation, 
being jobless and utterly destitute. Besides, he gets 
a bad reputation,^ in the sense that people ridicule 
him for his bad luck. ( ft i ift 'Ll ft ft ft ft- ft "ft :i-’ 
ft ft ft ft C K , p . 9 )
In this particular story, this stage is much more 
than a background introduction in respect to later 
changes. The author has done something important here: 
he has drawn the protagonist nearer to the reader in 
terms of social status. Examining this issue, let us
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begin by referring to Northrop Frye's classifications
of a hero's power of action. The fourth of the five
categories runs like this:
If superior neither to other men nor to his
environment, the hero is one of us: we
respond to a sense of his common humanity,
and demand from the poet the same canons of
probability that we find in our own
experience. This gives us the hero of the
low mimetic mode, of most comedy and of
realistic fiction (AOC, p. 34).
The implication here is that, the more the reader
identifies himself with the protagonist, the more he
shares the protagonist's feelings. Thus what happens
to the protagonist as well as his behavior and
attitudes evokes a direct emotional response in the
reader. Besides, both comedy and realistic fiction,
which Frye considers as belonging to middle-class
culture, depict characters of the low mimetic mode
(AOC, p. 33). Such a phenomenon is also found in the
Chinese literary tradition. Jaroslav Prusek states
that vernacular fictional works of the Song dynasty
(960-1279) were written by and for the middle or lower
classes that ordinary people such as artisans, shop
assistants, small tradesmen, private teachers, clerks,
monks, humble wives and concubines etc. ascend the
literary stage and are depicted as protagonists in
these works.5 This trend continued through the Yuan
(1280-1368) and Ming (1368-1644) dynasties, while the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw a growth in
nnmmeree and trade, resulting in the formation of a
huge middle-class. Erpai was written at this time for
the potentially huge audience composed of ordinary
urban dwellers. Therefore, Ling Mengchu catered to the
taste of the common people by locating characters of
the low mimetic mode who behave and think like the
general readers.
The author achieves this end in three ways.
First, he manages to drag Wen down the social ladder by
making him fall from the status of a wealthy man to
that of an ordinary petty bourgeoisie who looks for
opportunities to make money, and then to a loafer with
no social status at all. This also involves a fall in
social significance; that is, from prosperity to
poverty, as measured in terms of wealth, and from a
person of status to a laughing stock
CK, p. 9), as measured in terms of social
position. Second, a scholar, that is, Wen, is seen
moving into the largest class group of the society,
which is dominated by businessmen and people of the
lower classes. He then lives a life as a member of
that class. Third, pressed by financial difficulties,
Wen is forced to repress his conceit and engage in the
actual practice of money making. Like the general
population, he has to face reality and earn his own
bread. Once he becomes a businessman, he behaves like
a real businessman and engages in dishonest ways of
making money, such as when he sells bogus autographed
fans in Beijing. In his short business career, he also
experiences the risk of running a business.
These three ways which demonstrate W e n ’s being 
demoted to the lower-middle class actually exhibit a 
change in W e n ’s fortune. Starting from the end of the 
first stage he lives a life like that of the general 
population. He has to taste the hardship of earning 
his own livelihood and suffer failure for his inability 
to make money. In this way, a sympathetic chord is 
struck in the reader.
In the middle stage of the change, Wen makes a 
small fortune from selling the tangerines. This 
episode acts as a prelude for a later, more significant 
and dramatic change. The businessmen are surprised to 
find that Wen, who has no capital to start with, should
succeed before they do. ( .... X  fj 4- 81! X
T  X  1l CK, p. 14) This success in making money 
naturally leads to a change in W e n ’s reputation: a 
scholar without funds, but with a bad name for losing 
money has now surpassed a group of experienced 
businessmen. They think his luck must have been 
changed • ( rfn iv lj. J CK, p • 14) They
therefore no longer mock his bad luck, but advise him 
to invest his profits in a larger business, treating 
him as having the potential to become a successful 
businessman. However, fearing another failure, Wen 
rejects their adivce, and remains content with his 
small fortune.
Actions in this stage, as well as in the end
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stage, operate under the influence of change and luck. 
Specifically, the work of predestination directs the 
events in the story and brings about Wen’s change in 
fortune. Here I agree with Hanan’s observation that 
"the comic story in Ling is almost always associated 
with predestination” (LHC, p. 100). Hanan implies that 
the comic effect is derived from the paradoxical 
situation between human effort and fate. He adds, "The 
mechanism of predestination, however, is not made 
clear. It may be karmic, but, if so, the causation is 
not mentioned by the narrator, let alone exploited in 
the story" (LMC, p. 99). It is true that the causation 
behind a person's fate is never clearly known. In the 
story, the reader is told twice that destiny is on 
Wen's side. The first is that in his infancy somebody 
predicted that he would enjoy enormous wealth.
( A iHl t A A A te A fA/J Z  I  CK, p. 7) And
right before he boards the ship, a fortune-teller tells 
him, "Your lot is exceptional. It is full of good 
fortune." ( ;;!• jX A A- A A _r' x" A A ' A v-
CK, p. 9)
The idea of irreversible fate is demonstrated in a 
much more ironic tone in the prologue to this story, 
which tells how a thrifty merchant takes painstaking 
efforts to save up money for his sons’ use, but finally 
the money walks away at night to another predestined 
household. Ling makes no attempt to look into the 
cause of a person’s fate; he suggests that everything
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is controlled by Heaven CK, p. 6) and that
the reason behind the cause is certainly beyond our
comprehension. The idea of irreversible fate is also
evident in the idea of yinyuan (conjugal
felicity), an important organizing principle found in
most comedies of romance. However, I disagree with
Hanan's opinion regarding Ling's concept of
predestination. I believe that Ling has provided us
with preconditions in the form of human personality
traits for the exhibition of predestination: It is
pointless to arrange or to plan; be content with one's
lot, CK, p. 3)
because everything is preordained, and to strive is
futile.( CK, p. 4) This
concept of predestination has dictated the creation of
the character of VJen. Let us examine how Wen copes
with the conditions of predestination.
Since Heaven controls human fortune, men must be
passive and accept what is predestined. Thus the
protagonist must have no particular desire to acquire
anything, such as scholarly honor or wealth. Wen fits
this model perfectly. He is a somewhat conceited
scholar who has no official rank; nor does he want to
engage himself in the tedious pursuit of knowledge of
the classics. He is a second-rate scholar who
possesses only a fair command of the skills of a
scholar. CK, p.
7) He has no particular interest in making money.
〈 不 十 分 去 营 求 生 产 CK, p. 7) Nor does he have
any long term goals. The way he goes into business for
the first time requires no voluntary decision on his
part, but is one course he is forced to take under
financial pressure. His non-aggressive personality is
again illustrated in the tangerine episode, wherein he
refuses to re-invest his profits. He says, It's sheer
luck that I have made profit this time without capital.
This is the greatest luck for me! Why should I ask for
more profits from it?...I'll just keep the sum of money
I earned. 如 今 做 此 无 本 生 意 ， 偶 然 侥 幸 一 番 ， 真 是 天
大 造 化 了 丨 如 何 还 要 生 利 钱 ， 妄 想 什 么 丨 只 是 守 了
这 些 银 钱 回 去 吧 丨 CK, pp. 14-15) Wen not only accepts
his destiny as an utterly unlucky man, “日运是我XIV
CK, p. 14) but is also content with his lot, having no
intentions of altering his situation. He has no
particular wishes or desires and prefers to muddle
along. His personality contrasts sharply with the
ambitious character of the merchant in the prologue.
This difference in personality therefore leads to a
different fortune.
However, the reader will not be happy with or see
any justification in allowing a fortunate character to
be nothing more than a passive, dull and lifeless
block. Therefore, it is also important that Wen is in
possession of an amiable disposition or temperament so
that the reader will form positive expectations of him.
This emotional response in the reader is the very
oeffect the author should aim at, according to Crane.
At the beginning of the story, the reader is told that 
Wen is intelligent and quick to learn. ( A  >[> gj
M  (ft S  fib/ t  I  (I t CK, p. 7) He is humorous
and always maintains an amicable relationship with his 
friends, ( i/Jj ijs- -J- fa %, g jft £  % flfl £
-ft A' (til fs $1 CK, p. 8) even when he is
caught in financial difficulties. He is also kind and 
honest to his friends. When he buys the tangerines, he 
is thinking of sharing them with his friends as a means 
of thanking them for their help. ( {£ ftp _h W
m -i8. .7 “I % m -  r ,  §  k A f t  A  M CK, p .  10) He
is the sort of person who remembers and cherishes his 
friends1 kindness. In other words, he is ” a naturally 
good man--not notably virtuous, but,...at least the 
equal of ourselves” (CC, pp. 632-33). The general 
reader would like to have a friend like him, and thus 
wishes him good fortune (CC, p. 633). In addition, the 
reader's positive feelings for Wen increase as the 
story develops and Uen's admirable behavior is further 
revealed. One example is how after making a small 
fortune selling the tangerines, Wen does not keep all 
the money to himself although he is extremely poor, but 
gives two coins as tips to the boat owner. ( !a; t
In f  fill % CK, p. 13) Li Tianyi t : Hi S  comments on 
this particular incident by saying that this is what a 
person of good fortune would do. ( £. A A tfn A
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¥■ K  CK, p. 13)
The final stage in Wen’s fortunes is the most 
dramatic, and is the point of greatest interest in the 
story. In the Persian episode, Wen enjoys no status at 
all during the first business meeting, but receives the 
highest respect from the Persian during the second. It 
is the custom of that place for merchants to take seats 
at a banquet in accordance with the value of their 
goods. Thus during the first meeting, Wen is given the 
least important seat, which makes him ashamed.
( X  S* iff ]ffi 17 7  7  7  7  CK, p. 18) However,
after the Persian discovers the shell, he invites Wen 
to sit at the head of the table for an even grander 
banquet. ( % 1 —  it ft )I II ?r CK, pp. 19-20)
After the transaction is completed, the Persian 
arranges for him to buy a satin shop and a huge 
residence. These are Wen’s thoughts upon seeing the 
mansions: Homes of the nobility are nothing more than 
this. ( 7  ift : t  7  7  7  7  ull 7  CK, p. 2H)  And the
author also tells us that his family line and fortune 
prosper without end thereafter. ( 7 7 7 7 '  7  i7<
7  ill 7  7  ' is 7  CK, p. 27)
This change of luck creates a totally new Wen 
Ruoxu. He is first a scholar, then an incompetent 
businessman, than a loafer, and finally a real merchant 
running a big business. The change is complete. It 
involves a thorough transformation from poverty to 
wealth, scholarship to trade, incompetence to
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versatility, a laughing stock to a legendary figure 
envied by all, and a lonely and single man with a 
declining family fortune to a married man and the 
founder of an even more prestigious household. The 
change is more than circular, since what Wen gains 
surpasses his former fame and fortune.
In this last stage, Wen’s personality is depicted 
in different perspectives to bring out a fuller 
impression of his character. He is not only a 
naturally good man who muddles along, but also 
possesses unique personality traits which make him a 
more interesting character. And more significantly, 
directed by the uniqueness of Wen’s character, the 
action of the story advances toward the happy ending.
The particular qualities of Wen’s personality are 
revealed when he chooses to bring the tortoise shell 
home. He is not as pragmatic as his business friends, 
since his friends tend to evaluate the shell in terms 
of its practical usefulness. They say,
You haven’t bought a promising piece of 
goods. What are you going to do with this 
[shell]?"..."It can be useful. If you get 
into trouble, it can be used for 
divination!”...”Crush it and prepare tortoise 
jelly! It’s as good as a few hundred small 
shells!"
Y t  Y  f  f t  -  ft-, f t  f t  1’i  m T : ’ . .  "iil Y  ITj ' & ■
fj ii < \  :k  : k  H‘J * 1  f t  f t  tii ■- i t ' ............... " f t  f t
ft ft Y Y i 37 ft Y: Y Y Y u il Y Y
(CK, p. 17)
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Although his friends' comments are delivered in playful
tones, deep down they turn up their noses at the shell,
and would not consider bringing it back even if they
had found it. However, Wen's personality allows him to
appreciate the rarity of the shell. He says, I don't
care if it's useful or not. It's rare. I don't have
to spend anything on it, so why don't I just bring it
home! 不 要 管 有 周 没 乱 只 是 希 罕 ， 又 不 费 本 钱 ,
梗 带 了 回 去 CK, p. 17) This is what Aristotle
terms probable impossiblility (XXIV.10).
Accordingly, though the shell is most likely a
legendary object, if it actually did exist, Wen would
bring it back, for such an action is likely to be
performed by such a person. Even if ten commercial
ships were anchored there, nobody would have found the
shell. But even if they did, they would not think of
carrying it back, simply because most businessmen are
too preoccupied with pragmatic things. They get used
to judging things by their monetary value. The reader
will not believe that they are interested in walking
around a deserted island or owning a broken tortoise
shell. Wen's uniqueness seems all the more distinctive
by contrast with his friends.
Another important observation concerning Ling's
portrayal of Wen is that he treats Wen more with
sympathy than detachment. In saying this, I have to
disagree with Hanan again when he says, ...Involvement
is a prime area of technical development... No such
development is found in Ling Ming-chu's' fiction. In
fact, his technique consists in treating his characters
with detachment... (LMC, p. 94). It is true that in
most cases Ling presents his characters in a detached
manner, and that such detachment is essential in
bringing out the ironic and satiric tones of the
stories which Hanan sees as central to Ling's
technique. However, I have found that Ling does at
times treat his characters with sympathy, especially in
stories of a comic nature in which the reader' s
sympathy for the protagonist is the author's intended
effect.
On several occasions, Ling shows sympathy by
disclosing to the reader Wen's states of mind, emotions
and attitudes. In doing so, Ling in one sense
expresses his sympathy for Wen, while in another sense
leads the reader to feel the same way he does. For
example, Wen's reason for joining the tour is presented
with sympathy. He ponders: I am in dire straits and
have no means of livelihood. I'll go along just for
the sight-seeing... and in this way, avoid staying at
home and worrying about everyday problems.
9) This exposure of Wen's feelings gives the reader a
strong impression of the difficulties confronting him.
Again, when he boards the boat with the tangerines, he
has to bear silently and helplessly the playful mockery 
of his friends. Everybody claps and laughs, saying,
"Here comes Mr. Wen’s treasure!” Wen, ashamed of 
himself, boards the boat silently and lacks the courage 
to mention the tangerines. ( A A  aB A  Ac jt.
A  £  hi & ! M A  £  ^  1 A  it,
A U  A  # .I: SB, #  ili :f  S  ^  I  CK, p.
10) Later on, when Wen meditates at the top of the hill 
on the deserted island, the reader gets a closer 
glimpse of his state of mind, and sees how Wen, who has 
no way out, is ready to hand himself over to destiny.
This is what he thinks:
Although I'm intelligent, my life is full of 
frustrations. I have no real property, and 
have come to this foreign place alone. I'm 
lucky to have a thousand or more coins in my 
pocket, but nobody knows if they are really 
mine! Now I'm drifting in the middle of the 
ocean, not knowing what will happen to me.
*S 'ft i t !  A  5 8  B/j, -  A  a  A  A  ffi £■■ #  F  # ■
t i  ?•'.! w  £  ;v; ik A  A A- -f* A  A A  T£ ft A*
■% A  A  A  A  A  A  jik ft W* A  A  it A  4* A ,  A  §(|
•A tin, ft A  ib a  A  q A  ;t  A  A A  A-
(CK, p. 16)
All this, together with a later incident wherein Wen is 
ignored in the first business meeting with the Persian, 
function to arouse and then intensify the reader's 
sympathy for Wen.
Finally when the Persian gives Wen the money in
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exchange for the shell, all of the reader's feelings
for Wen such as his admiration, sympathy and
expectations are all satisfactorily released, since all
along the reader wishes Wen good fortune. This is what
Crane calls to arouse and then to dissipate, by a
sudden happy resolution (CC, p. 633).11 Finally, as
Fielding says, All were happy, but those the most who
had been most unhappy before (quoted in CC, p. 633).
The above analysis of the reader's emotions toward
Wen's personality and fortune shows that the dynamic
change of fortune in Wen's life is, if we can put aside
predestination for a while, very much a result of those
particular personality traits of his which are revealed
through behavior, speech and thought. The reader
accepts the fact that such a change of fortune can only
take place in somebody like him. According to Crane,
the completed process of change in Wen's fortune in
this story is very much directed by Wen's character and
thought while the reader's various feelings about
Wen's character lead to expectations about, and
fulfillment through, Wen's changed fortune. In other
words, the material elements of the story, especially
action and character, are so interwoven that they
create an organic unity which produces a desired
effect.
However, there is another important device which
the author employs to control the reader's emotional
responses and to achieve the story's organic unity.
Throughout the story, the events, social situations and
personal behavior described reflect realistically the
ideology characteristic of the middle-class. This can
be elucidated by looking into two related aspects of
the story, commercialism and human relationships.
It is clear that the actions of the story are
advanced by a series of episodes regarding business
activities. These episodes also accurately reflect
various ways of doing business, the risks confronting
the businessmen, as well as the general mental attitude
of people engaged in commerce. For example, the story
includes episodes which illustrate three different ways
of doing business. The first involves dishonesty,
shown through Wen's selling the fake autographed fans
as a means to increase his profits. The second
describes how a successful businessman must be able to
observe the market situations and the relationship
between supply and demand, and know how and when to
trim his sails. The tangerine episode is a vivid
illustration. At first, Wen sells the fruit at the
retail price of one cash per tangerine. Later on, when
he realizes that he only has one-third of his
tangerines left but a large group of customers around
him, he doubles the price with the excuse that he wants
to keep the rest for himself. While he is busy doing
business, a former customer comes back hurriedly
shouting loudly that he wants to buy all the rest. Wen
is bright: he realizes what is happening and knows that
this man is a good customer.
CK, p. 13) He then triples the original price.
The third example is that the commercial goods are the
prime focus of consideration in business transactions.
For example, in business meetings, it is the value of
one's goods that determines one's status. In other
words, property determines identity. Other episodes
tell the reader that doing business means running
risks. Wen fails in his fan business chiefly because
of bad weather. The author intrudes after the
tangerine episode, arguing that success in business
depends on luck. Later on, when the ship meets bad
weather in the middle of the ocean, this is a risk not
only of losing money, but also of death.
These episodes illustrate the middle-class
mentality of a highly commercialized society, wherein
businessmen are opportunists who understand and know
how to make use of the market situation. They must be
prepared to run risks, such as travelling to foreign
1 2
places, in order to make more profits. They have to
understand the psychology of their business partners to
1 3
learn their demands. Another prominent characteristic
of their mentality is the way they assign new values to
human relationships. The Chinese tradition defines a
person by his social position. Confucius said, If I




seventeenth century China, a time of rapid economic
development, human relationships were measured almost
1 R
completely in material and monetary terms, as defined
in the vernacular short stories. In the story, wealth
brings respect and reputation, while poverty the loss
of them. Traditional morality and norms are no longer
effective in maintaining new forms of human
relationships. Contractual relationships thus
appear. In the story, the contract between Wen and
the Persian defines their relationship.
In another aspect, human relationships are defined
by the concept of bao
I “1
(reciprocity). According to
the story, the concept can be understood in this way:
Favors done for others are often considered what may
be termed? social investment,' for which handsome
1 7
returns are expected. In the story, the author's
attentive handling of the denouement illustrates this
particular interpretation of bao. The author does not
finish the story after the crisis, that is, the
transaction and the disclosure of the secret of the
shell, but continues to tell in detail how Wen
carefully divides some of his fortune among his
friends. The money given to his friends is in exchange
for their care, in terms of money and food, during the
trip; and for their help in the making of the contract.
In the same way, Wen buys the tangerines for his
friends and gives two coins to the boatman as a means
of paying for their help. Although the concept of bao
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is a part of traditional Chinese social behavior, it is
particularly important to the middle-class population
of a highly commercialized society. The kind of
speculativeness particularly strengthened in the
business world requires investment, whether social or
supernatural, that would ensure good outcome.
Therefore, kindness toward other people is nothing but
a preparation for eventual reward. And in this case,
the handsome returns are usually objects or money.
The elements of commercialism and human
relationships are not only deliberate devices which
unite parts of the story, but are also designed to
condition the reader's emotional responses. A reader
whose daily life is closely connected with the ways of
buying and selling and the practices of bao, will
surely be delighted to find a familiar chord in the
story and thus become more involved in the episodes. 18
Through the sharing of a common ground of experience,
the distance between the characters, the reader, as
well as the implied author, is reduced to the minimal.
Since the reader is drawn nearer to the characters in
the story, his emotional responses to the story are
thus correspondingly heightened.
I have earlier agreed with Hanan's classification
of this story as a comedy of fortune, wherein Wen's
fortune changes for the better and the story ends
happily. Enough has been said about Wen's changed
fortune. Let us now look at the comic aspects of the
story. According to Frye, one basic quality of a
comedy is the way it ends happily and has the ability
1 9
to amuse. The story succeeds in amusing since it is
written in a light tone, with the action interspersed
with clever remarks from the businessmen and with
twists in the action taking place in an exotic setting.
To maximize the general comic atmosphere of the story,
20
the author has also minimalized incidents of pathos.
For example, after having revealed Wen's self-pitying
meditation on his life, the author immediately turns
Wen's, as well as the reader's, attention toward the
shell, an object which eventually brings him good
fortune. Crane tells us that Fielding has also
employed a similar device to prevent the reader from
concentrating too closely on non-comic elements, thus
maximizing the reader's comic expectations (CC, p.
6 42).
In addition, as pointed out by Hanan, Ling's
central comic strategy is the paradox of fate or
fortune (LMC, p. 104). The idea is that effort does
not guarantee reward, and unexpected opposite results
are more often the case. This can be summed up in the
statement Gold loses it glamor when fortune goes; iron
glitters when luck comes.
CK, p. 28) Devices manifesting these
attitudes are found throughout the story, highlighting
the theme and the dramatic and comic atmosphere. For
example, a scholar and incompetent businessman already
intimidated by previous failure surpasses his business
friends and becomes a rich tradesman; a sight-seeing
tour concludes with a major business deal; a business
run by deliberate effort and with sufficient funds ends
in failure, while one with no initial capital enjoys
success exceeding all expectations; the broken tortoise
shell 〈 败 龟 壳 CK, p. 16) originally ridiculed as
unsaleable ，、、化 6V 1 CK, p. 19) turns out to be a
treasure 〔 芏 物 CK, p. 20).
However, in the light of other criteria, the story
fails to qualify as a comedy. Note this statement of
Frye: The theme of the comic is the integration of
society, which usually takes the form of incorporating
2 1
a central character into it (AOC, p. 3). In the
story, Wen is not accepted by the society of his native
place, and he cannot make a living there either by
doing business or by teaching. Thus he is forced to
leave. Although he finally makes a big fortune, he
chooses not to return to his homeland. In this regard,
he is not incorporated into the society to which he
belongs, but moves away from it. In terms of social
status, Wen is also moving further away from other
characters in the story and from the reader, since he
finally becomes very rich.
Let us examine the comic structure of the story
through a comparison with Frye's model. Frye derives
his fourth phase of comedy chiefly from the
Shakespearean comedies. He describes the structural
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pattern of this group of comedies in this manner: The
action of the comedy begins in a world represented as a
normal world, moves into the green world, goes into a
metamorphosis there in which the comic resolution is
achieved, and returns to the normal world...In all
these comedies there is the same rhythmic movement from
normal world to green world and back again (AOC, p.
182). Frye thinks that the green world has
analogies...to the dream world that we create out of
our own desires (AOC, p. 183). In a way, Wen has also
gone to a dream world in which such human desires as
wealth, fame, career and marriage can all be satisfied.
Wen's fortune is a fantasy entertained by the general
reader. Wen, as well as the reader, content themselves
with this dream world. Whether they return to the
normal world or not is not their concern. This form of
plot construction reflects the general reader's
expectations in reading fictional works. As pointed
out by Timothy C. Wong in his study of Feng Menglong's
vernacular short stories, "The Chinese have always
looked to their fiction for pleasure, for a means of
temporarily escaping the humdrum routines of daily
22
living".
Hence, Ling's technique of presentation aims at
verisimilitude in the sense that he depicts in vivid
details the ways people do business, handle their
property and behave in society. His theme depicts an
escape from reality in the sense that he removes his
protagonist from the reader's society to an imaginary
and romantic world in which every instinctive wish
comes true. In this respect, Ling's comedy is sharply
different from its Shakespearean counterpart. It is
true that these two seemingly conflicting techniques
are employed by Ling to first secure the reader's
involvement in the story, and then to satisfy the
reader's desire for the fantastic by providing an
escape from reality. Ling succeeds here in controlling
the reader's emotional responses.
However, to explain this thematic escape from
reality further, I would add that it is a manifestation
of another of Ling's unifying technique, the ironic
attitude. This story is comic as well as ironic. One
major point of irony is built upon the paradox of shi
实 (the real) and x_u 虚 (the void), first exhibited
in the name of the protagonist. Wen's name is Shi, he
styled himself Ruoxu. 姓 文 名 实 ， 字 若 虚 CK, p. 7)
Hence, the real is made to resemble the void or non¬
existence. There is no distinction between the two,
and the two seem like one and the same thing. Wen's
fortunes can be perceived in the same way. What
happens to Wen seems highly realistic. There is a real
business trip with experienced businessmen who engage
in business activities. There is a business
transaction involving real money and a legally binding
contract. The author also says that Wen at times
returns to visit his old friends in his native land,
which also proves that the story is about a real person
and events. However, in other instances, the incidents
appear to be imaginary. The events take place in
exotic places such as the deserted island and Fujian
福 建 , which in those days was considered almost
foreign; they involve a legendary object, the dragon
shell and a strange figure, the Persian. Although the
Persian seems normal in terms of his clothing and
behavior, he is twice described as having a strange
name and appearance. The shell and the Persian are the
main causes of YJenfs fortune. Besides, Wen's choice of
settling in an exotic place implies a preference for
the imaginary and the illusive.
Ling's irony is directed toward the profit-minded
businessmen who, apart from striving painstakingly for
money, also entertain the daydream that one day they
will make a fortune. The irony is that the biggest
fortune falls on a second-rate scholar who is known for
his incompetence in making money. Besides, the kind of
fortune the businessmen long for is only an illusion,
as is any pursuit of human desires. Another example of
irony is when the chief businessman on the ship who is
nicknamed Zhang who knows all about the goods
，.VII (CK, p. 9) fails to identify the shell as a
valuable piece of goods. Even the Persian regards his
ignorance as unexcusable.
Through the character of Wen, Ling also mocks the
scholars who live in a society dominated by
commercialism. They have no alternative but to
suppress their conceit and engage in business so as to
make a living, although it is a way of life they
despise. Wen refuses to re-invest his first small
fortune and says, Once bitten by a snake, one will
avoid strawrope for three years. I don't have the
courage to deal with commercial goods! 一 年 吃
蛇 咬 ， 三 年 怕 草 索 . 说 着 货 物 ， 我 就 没 胆 气 了 CK, p.
15) However, not long afterwards, he resolves to spend
the rest of his life doing business.
Hence, Ling's irony is also applied to life in
general: one has no power to shape one's life, but can
only submit to the environment one finds oneself in;
and human desires are always left unfulfilled, except
in the fantasy. This is in fact Ling's general
attitude toward life as expressed in the Erpai stories.
His view of life explains also his preoccupation with
predestination in many of his stories. We shall see in
Chapter Four how this ironic attitude is once again
demonstrated in the story of the herd boy.
Apart from the story just analysed, the majority
of the Erpai stories are constructed with action plots.
In order to facilitate our study of this large group of
action plots, I borrow ideas from Hanan to describe
them under four categories: comedy of fortune, comedy
2 4
of romance, satires of folly and satires of crime. In
the two kinds of comedies, changes in action are for
the better, the aim of which is to fulfill such human
desires as wealth, reputation and marriage. While in
the satires, a general tone of detachment is employed
so as to ridicule folly and criticize the evils of man.
In all four groups of action plots, the reader's
emotional responses toward the story's events are
controlled by Ling's use of either sympathy or
detachment in the presentation of events and
characters.
Earlier we have seen how the story The Fellow of
Reversed Fortune is a comedy of fortune wherein the
cause of the predestined fortune is not known. There
is another group of comedies of fortune in which the
protagonist's behavior becomes a cause for the good
fortune. I borrow Hanan's term and call them stories
of reciprocation (LMC, p. 105). The story Zheng
Acquires a Noble Title Through Good Deeds
M (ft$ ffl£ W, 3$ A fiU ft ft 8 (1.21)
is one example. In this story, an obedient boy servant
called Zheng is reluctantly dismissed by his master
because he is judged by a physiognomist to be the cause
of the familyfs misfortune. Zheng, who is then
homeless and jobless, accidentally finds a large sum of
money in a public toilet, where he stays overnight to
return the money to the owner. Because of this good
deed, Zheng's physiognomy changes. He is adopted by
the rightful owner of the money, who is a general, and
years later Zheng becomes a general too. Hence Zheng's
behavior leads to fortune.
In the story General Wu Recompenses a Meal
乌 将 军 一 饭 必 酬 ； 陈 大 郎 三 人 重 会 (1.8), the
reciprocation is performed by a human being. The
protagonist, Chen, who runs a grocery shop, treats a
stranger, General Wu, to a meal, with the aim of
finding out how he manages to eat with his big beard.
Wu turns out to be the leader of a group of pirates who
later on save and entertain Chen's wife and brother
when they are on their way to visit relatives. Two
months later, Chen is captured by the pirates, and as a
result meets Wu again, who arranges a family re-union
for Chen. Thereafter, the two men become close
friends, and Chen receives many precious gifts from Wu,
who thus becomes very wealthy. Hence Chen's wealth,
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regardless of whether it is righteous to accept the
booty, is to a great extent due to his inquisitive
personality and amicability toward other people, even
strangers. 1.4 is another story in which the
protagonist's behavior and subsequent fortune resemble
very much that of Chen's.
Another popular action plot is found in comedies
of romance, in which the action is focused on the
process of mutual attraction leading to a final
consummation of love. In the story The Rash Fellows
Disperse Frightened Lovers 莽 儿 郎 悚 散 新 茸 燕 ，
(11.9), the lovers who fall倘 梅 香 試 合 工 蟾 絲
in love with each other at first sight finally marry
after a series of separations, lovesickness and mental
agony. This is typical of the Scholar-Beauty theme
in which the interest often才 子 佳 久(caiji jiaren)
lies in the rendezvous, the exchange of vows,
separation, attempt to marry and, finally, the happy
consummation. 25 A stereotyped device to overcome the
obstacle, which is usually paternal, is to have the
scholar acquire an official position as a final
resolution. A good example of this is 1.29. This
characteristic strategy of the caiji jiaren stories
strikingly resembles the romantic comedy in the West.
Frye observes that the twist in the plot in romantic
comedy usually follows a formula in which the hero
becomes wealthy or the heroine respectable, and
wherein the resolution... more frequently involves a
77
social promotion (AOC, pp. 44-45).26 In other words,
it is a process of material successs triumphing over
social norms and morality.
However, Ling has created a rich variation on the
caiji jiaren formula. There are a group of stories in
which the resolution is brought about by predestined
fate in the form of yinyuan, which manifests itself in
different ways in each story. In I.5, the bride is
carried away from her garden by a tiger and taken to a
faraway place where she meets her bridegroom and
marries on a prophesied date. Here, the main interest
is in the surprising twists in the action and the
mysteriousness of prophesy. In 1.12, a scholar's
playful words make a maiden mistake him for the lover
with whom she has decided to elope. The two of them
get married. In these two stories, since great concern
is given to the building up of suspense, the characters
are seen as mere agents to perform some actions. Their
feelings and personalities are therefore only barely
touched upon. But in 1.34, Ling gives a more thorough
portrayal of the lovers' emotions and personalities.
The story tells how a nun and a scholar who are deeply
in love struggle with pain and perseverance to marry.
Here the author pays attention to both the
complications of the plot and the presentation of the
protagonists. II.3 tells the story of a scholar who
pretends to be the owner of a coin box bought in the
market in order to complete a promised marriage.
78
Although the story focuses on the process or aeception
and discovery, the scholar's character is moderately
portrayed. 11.35 is a very humorous story which mocks
paternal opposition and social morality in general.
The story tells of how a girl's mother discovers her
having a rendezvous with her lover. The girl, fearing
punishment, attempts to hang herself, whereupon her
mother, thinking that her daughter is dead, locks the
couple in a room and goes to the law court. When it is
learned that the girl is still alive, the magistrate
scolds the mother for her rashness and allows the
couple to marry. In I.10, Ling's humor is well
expressed.27 The story starts with a sympathetic
description of how difficult it is for a scholar to
find a wife. It is then announced that the Emperor has
made an order to enlist single woman to enter the
palace. Panic sweeps the whole country, but as a
result, even the poorest scholar becomes engaged. The
scene of wild husband-hunting is presented with
wonderfully bitter humor. In 11.17, Ling presents the
heroine disguised as a male, and she chooses her
husband from between her two closest classmates. In
other examples, the happy ending is brought about by
the spirit of a deceased lover (I.23 and 11.29), or by
some mysterious events (I.9).
Another group of action plots is described by
Hanan as the satires of folly (LPN, p. 106). Here
the barbs are directed toward the characters' folly,
absurdity or obsession. Hanan also calls these
stories of folly and consequences (LMC, pp. 95, 106),
which reminds us of Crane's advice that we must
consider the judgement we are led...to make about the
nature of the events that actually befall the hero and
the opinions we are made to entertain concerning the
degree and kind of his responsibility for what happens
to him (CC, p. 632, see above, p. 37). I further
divide these stories into plots of declined fortune
and plots of stratagem.
Let us examine the first group briefly. Old Zhao
Dies at the Hands of an Unfilial Son 赵 六 老
舐 犊 丧 残 生 ， 张 知 县 诛 枭 成 铁 案 1 315 311011 3,
story. It tells of how Old Zhao, of a rich family,
lavishes money on his only son, provides him with the
best education, fixes the civil examinations, and
arranges his betrothal and marriage for him, with the
result that Old Zhao ends up with almost no property
and many debts. However, the young couple enjoy a
comfortable married life, neglect their parents, and
actually treat them badly. Old Zhao's situation
gradually worsens upon his creditors' demands as well
as expenses incurred by his wife's death. Finally, he
has no alternative but to steal from his son at night,
whereupon he is beaten to death by him. Old Zhao is,
of course, responsible for his miserable end, and
realizes his folly in spoiling his son and leaving no
property for himself. Old Zhao's obsession is a kind
80
of paternal love which is destructive to both himself
and to his son.28 In The Unfortunate Provincial
錢 多 她 白 丁 橫 帶 ，Governor Becomes a Helmsman
運退時刺史占梢 (1.22), a wealthy merchant named Guo
squanders his money in the pursuit of various kinds of
sensual pleasures. When he realizes that he has little
money left, he buys an official position as a
provincial governor, hoping that he will get rich again
by accepting bribes. Thus he returns home happily to
take his family to the province in which he will work.
Upon arrival, he finds that his family is ruined. On
the way to the province, he loses all property in a
shipwreck, including his document of appointment. He
has little choice but to live the rest of his life as a
helmsman.
A comparison of these two stories shows that Ling
is more lenient toward Guo, since he is accepted back
into society, while Old Zhao has to pay for his
wrongdoings with his life. Thus, according to Hanan,
Guo's story is a lighter satire than Old Zhao's. In
Hanan's words, Lighter satire chastises the foolish
man and then reclaims him for society, and darker
satire excludes the wrongdoers from society (LMC, p.
101). However, I see Old Zhao's story as a light
satire, based on the following three reasons. First,
Old Zhao's death is not only a form of punishment for
himself, but also for his son. He steals from his son
and dies in his hands, an act which consequently leads
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to his son's death in prison. Ling seems to be
suggesting that the son's bad behavior is not only a
product of Old Zhao's connivance, but also a
manifestation of his own vicious nature. Thus Old
Zhao's death is partly a way of making his son pay for
his vice. Second, the story focuses on a description
of how Old Zhao suffers as a consequence of his folly,
but not on account of a crime and its punishment. The
latter situation forms the focus of satires of crime,
or the darker satires, according to Hanan (LMC, p.
111). In the story, the son's murder is not a crime as
such, since he believes he is beating an intruding
thief. Third, Ling describes Old Zhao's oppressive
situation with sympathy, for he views him as a fool.
Hanan thinks that a certain sympathy has to be
conceded to the fool, despite the satirist's general
detachment (LMC, p. 108)...[while] the rogue
is...treated with...much detachment (LMC, p. 111).
Therefore, Old Zhao's story is basically a light satire
on folly.
If we compare this story with that of The Muddle-
恰 教 百 爰 女 不 受 報 ， 方 庠 士 助 師 得Headed Tutor
(II.26),29 we can obtain a better view of Ling's令 終
moral judgement. The tutor's suffering is of less
intensity and shorter duration. After he is deserted
by his three daughters, he first gets help from his
cousin and later from his former student. The story
ends with the tutor living amidst wealth with afine
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reputation, enjoying the care of his cousin. Ling is
implying that trusting the daughters wrongly is an
excusable folly, since daughters belong to the families
they marry whereas spoiling one's own son is a more
serious folly, since in this way one also destroys his
own family.
Let us now turn to the second group of satires of
folly, the stories with plots of stratagem. The
action of these stories is built around the laying of
traps and other methods of swindling. The Alchemist's
(1.18Swindle 丹 客 半 季 九 遷 ， 富 購 千 金 一 笑
present a very carefully worked out stratagem directed
against the psychological weakness of a wealthy man who
is greedy but has a great interest in the mysteries of
alchemy, and is very interested in woman as well. He
falls step by step into a trap until finally he becomes
totally bankrupt. The rich man's decline is obviously
due to his obsession with alchemy and lust. Hanan
regards this story as the best of the folly satires
(LMC, p. 110) due to Ling's brilliant handling of
dramatic irony. Other swindles such as 1.16 and 11.14
are laid out to attack a fool's obsession for lust,
while 11.8 attacks the sins of lust and gambling.
In the above-mentioned plots, the protagonists are
all fools at whom Ling directs his mockery and satire.
According to Frye's classification, these characters
belong to the ironic mode. Frye says: If inferior in
Dower or intelligence to ourselves, so that we have the
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sense of looking down on a scene of bondage,
frustration, or absurdity, the hero belongs to the
ironic mode (AOC, p. 34). In the same way, the reader
not only remains interested in how the fool gradually
falls, but also looks down upon his stupidity and
absurdity. ,In so doing, he is also evaluating and
confirming his own maturity and intelligence. This is
how the satires of folly produce an effect upon the
reader.
However, there is yet another group of plots of
stratagem which are definitely not satires of folly.
In 1.15, a scholar designs a scheme to take revenge on
a courtier who defrauds him of his mansion. 11.27 is
the story of how a clever scholar devices a witty
scheme to get his beloved concubine back from a group
of brigands. The protagonists of these two stories,
though also belonging to the low mimetic mode, are seen
as superior to the general reader in terms of
intelligence and courage. Despite these differences in
the character's power of action, the reader will still
follow the development of the stratagem to its
completion. In all plots of stratagem, Ling follows
the general expectations of the readers, adhering to
the principle that the good and righteous will
eventually win out, while the weak and the bad will
finally fail and be punished.
The last group of action plots is the satires of
crime (LMC, pp. 111-113). They are darker satires,
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which focus neither on the character of the fool nor
on that of the rogue, but on the situation in which
they meet--the crime, its causes and consequences,
detection and punishment (LMC, p. 111). In Yujiao
Murders for Money 酒 謀 財 于 郊 肆 惡 ， ． 鬼 吋 案
(I.14), the action is about how the楊 化 借 尸
wandering spirit of a murder victim discloses Yujiao's
vicious deeds by possessing the body of a village
woman, so that Yujiao finally is sentenced to death and
the victim's vengeance satisfied. In this story, as
well as in 11.16, the plot operates according to
30
Buddhist concept of retribution (baoying)
while the stories' effectiveness is very much dependent
on the reader's understanding of this concept: that one
will pay either in this life or in the next for the
vicious deeds one has performed. In this respect, the
reader's expectations for fair punishment and reward
last throughout the story and are later fulfilled when
the characters are accordingly punished or rewarded.
The story, The Ginger Merchant (I.11), is considered
by Hanan to be the best of Ling's stories of
detection (LMC, p. 112). The story has a complex plot
involving swindle, murder and revenge. The discovery
of the truth is the result of detection rather than the
work of divine retribution. Ling's focus is on the
process of the crime and its detection.
In the above analysis, I have, borrowing ideas
frnm Hanan. distinguished four groups of action-plots:
報 庇
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comedy of fortune, comedy of romance, satires of folly
and satires of crime. I have suggested that the
process of change in action is presented in terms of
the fulfillment of such human desires as wealth and
marriage in terms of the ways one falls and in terms
of the process of wrongdoing and consequential
punishment. In each case, either the personality of
the character or the functioning of some generally
accepted concepts such as the fair distribution of
reward and punishment or the ideas of predestination
and divine retribution helps to shape and stimulate the
advancement of the actions. Very often, Ling's use of
these generally accepted concepts functions to control
the reader's emotional responses. Ling is obviously
more interested in making up complicated plots
interspersed with surprising episodes, mysterious turns
and incredible twists to make his stories more
interesting and appealing to the reader. In so doing,
however, Ling often sacrifices detailed portrayals of
character or thought. In the comedies and in some of
the lighter satires, when Ling sometimes demonstrates
modest sympathy with his characters, he shows a certain
amount of sympathy for them as well. This device
functions to establish corresponding sympathic
attitudes in the reader. In other satires, Ling
displays greater detachment from his characters so as
to sharpen his criticism of human folly and point out
with contempt the evils of man. At times, Ling appears
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weak in the way he synthesizes the material elements of
action, character and thought. However, he has chosen
comedy, irony and satire to achieve unity and to
produce specifically desired effects in his works. As
Hanan has rightly observed, this is where Ling's art
lies.
3
A group of action plots in the Erpai poses
specific problems when they are studied by Crane's
method. These are the linked or episodic plots in
which the action does not undergo a complete change.
For example, the first part of Official LU Seduces The
呂 史 君 情 媾 宦 家 妻 ， 吳 太 守Wife Of Official Dong
(11.7) focuses on an illicit love
义 配 儒 门 女
affair, while the second part tells how, aster vong'u
death, his deserted orphan is sold into prostitution by
her step-mother and is later discovered by a high
official who arranges a good marriage for her. Here
there is an obvious shift of focal point in the second
half of the story. The orphan girl who plays an
unimportant role in the first half becomes the
protagonist in the second half, while the action of the
plot centers around her change of status from a
prostitute to a member of an aristocratic family. Here
there are two main threads of action instead of one
^^mniete one. Similar stories are found elsewhere in
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the Erpai. In A Village Woman Dies of Flirtation
(I.26), the夸 風 情 村 如 躺 軀 段 天 語 幕 僚 斷 獄
first half of the story is taken up with an explicit
elaboration of an illicit affair which takes place in a
temple between two monks and a village woman
eventually the woman is murdered by the elder monk out
of jealousy. The second half tells how a yamen guard
investigates the murder and finally solves the case.
In Zhang Dies Because of Money 青 樓 市 探 人 綜
(II.4), the story tells how Zhang紅 花 緬 假 鬼 鬧
plots to obtain his father's legacy for himself. When
the dispute on the legacy is taken to court, Zhang
bribes the magistrate with a large sum of money. The
magistrate, who is later dismissed by the government,
leaves his post without doing anything for Zhang.
Zhang tracks the magistrate in-another city, where
Zhang indulges himself with a prostitute and is later
killed by the magistrate. The rest of the story
narrates the admen's clever work of detection. Other
examples of linked plots are 11.21 and 11.24.
This group of stories poses several problems in
regard to the Western conception of a successful
narrative plot. The stories may be composed of several
episodes whose relationship is not necessarily based on
casuality, thus resulting in a lack of organic
unity in the story as a whole and although there may
be a more or less complete process of change within
each episode, the story as a whole fails to exhibit a
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single action, whole and complete. Also, there may be
more than one protagonist, according to a shift in the
story's focal point of interest. According to
Aristotelian criteria, these are episodic stories,
while according to Crane, they demonstrate poor
artistic manipulation of materials to arrive at a
poetic form.
Hanan has also made a similar observation. He
says that the linked plots are linear in structure
and that the plot sometimes branches off from one
character to another so that one hardly knows who is to
be regarded as the main character of the work.31 He
further mentions that the linked plot is a framework
for a series of loosely linked segments, some of which
can be removed without doing irreparable damage to the
whole.32 A number of critics have tried to explain the
general lack of unitary structure in Chinese fiction.
Plaks explains this narrative pattern with the terms
complementary bipolarity and multiple
periodicity.33 He believes that the aesthetic
coherence of Chinese narrative is to be found in an
internal cohesion rather than a unitary coherence
imposed from the outside by an overall design of
34
narrative shape.
Let us examine the-internal cohesion of the linked
plots to try to discover their underlying unifying idea
and synthesizing principle. I believe Hanan is correct
in saying that these [linked] segments are minor plots
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in their own right."35 In the first half of II.7,
officials L U and Dong, both travelling by boat to take
up new official posts, befriend each other during the
trip. Later, Dong dies of an illness, after which LU
and Dong's wife engage in an illicit affair and plan to
marry after 'arriving at their destination. However,
Dong's servants, indignant at their mistress' behavior,
take leave and spread the word of the couple's
misconduct. As a result, their relatives feel contempt
for them and write unfavorable reports to LU's
supervisor so that he is finally dismissed. This part
of the story exhibits a complete change in the fortunes
of LU, the result of his own wanton behavior. This
part also illustrates a straightforward reward and
punishment formula. The second half of the story
describes a complete change of fortune for Dong's
orphan girl. Here the change is not directed by
character, but by the general idea that the good will
end up good. Since official Dong and his daughter
have done nothing improper, the girl should enjoy a
happy fate, which is what the general reader expects.
When these two seemingly unrelated minor plots are put
together, they can be seen to be unified under a single
idea: that the bad will be punished while the good will
ultimately enjoy happiness. In 1.26, the first part
tells how a woman dies as a result of her own wanton
nature. The second part of the story is also complete
in itself, a narration of the process of detection in a
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murder case. When combined, the two parts follow a
single idea: that licentiousness does not pay. The
village woman dies because of her wantoness, while the
two monks pay for their loose deeds with their lives.
In these two satires of folly, Ling is mocking and
criticizing'an obsession with lust.
In 11.4, Ling uses a double plot to express
contempt for the character's obsession of money. The
first plot is about the greedy man named Zhang who
strives to obtain all of his father's legacy. His
insatiable desire for wealth makes him demand the money
from the magistrate, and he is therefore murdered. The
magistrate is also a greedy person who plots
unsuccessfully to possess his cousin's property. Zhang
dies of his folly, while the magistrate dies to pay for
his crime. Both end up the same way. Ironically,
after their death, Zhang's brothers and the
magistrate's cousin enjoy the two greedy men's wealth.
In both plots, the actions revolve around money, and
thus striving for money becomes the unifying idea of
the story.
This group of stories which have more than one
thread of action and are unified under one single
thematic idea can be described as having action plots
unified under rhetorical control. Ling has surely
developed a wide variety of action plots. Apart from
those discussed, I have found a particular type of
action plot which is unique to the Erpai collections:
this is what I tentatively call plot of object, in
the story The Diamond Sutra 进 香 客 莽 看 金 钢 经
出 狱 僧 巧 完 法 会 分 (II.1). This is the
only story I can find, in both the Chinese and Western
traditions, which demonstrates a plot of object. This
particular plot construction is a variant of action
plot because the synthesizing change is about the
situations of an object instead of a human being. Let
us consider briefly this story and see how it resembles
an action plot.
The story tells how, during a time of famine, a
group of monks give the Diamond Sutra to an official in
exchange for food. Later the officials wife decides
to return the sutra for worship in the monastery. A
monk comes gladly to get the sutra. On his way back to
the monastery, the first page of the sutra is blown
away by wind and is lost in the middle of the lake.
Nevertheless, the incomplete sutra is sent back to the
monastery. Later on, another official, knowing that
the sutra is a priceless treasure, tries to get it by
himself. However, when finally he gets hold of the
sutra, he is disappointed by the pile of incomplete
worn-out papers and therefore gives it back to the
monks. On their way back to the monastery, the monks
meet an old fisherman who is in possession of the lost
page. The sheet of paper was blown to him two years
ago, and since then he worships it piously in his
cottage. Finally, the sutra is complete and is safely
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returned to the monastery.
In this story, changes of the sutra's situation
function as the synthesizing principle directing the
series of events and bringing about interactions of the
characters. When first the sutra leaves the monastery,
it is complete but worn-out and it returns incomplete.
The second time it returns to the monastery, it is
complete. After the series of events, the monks
realize profoundly the sacredness of the sutra, they
therefore spend money to have it bound with beautiful
cover-material and kept it in an altar. Hence, the
sutra is finally complete, beautiful in physical
appearance and is respected by the monks.
Although there are not enough examples to make the
plot of object a significant group in its own
particularity, we can at least see how creative Ling
has been in the development of a great variety of
action plots. And the large number of interesting
action plots certainly appeals to Ling's readers.
Note:
1
Compare this plot summary with its much shortei
source in Jinglin xui II ( A 5onnol ir
Jinglin), quoted in Huaben xiaoshuo gailui
话 本 小 说 概 (An Tnt-rndnnt-.i nn hn Hnahoi
xiaoshuo). quoted in Hu Shivinf 胡 十 蒂 ( n i i i n ft•
Zhonghua 中 华 , 1980), vol. 2, p. 570
2
The Nature of Ling Meng-chu's Fiction, pp.
101, 104. Hereafter abbreviated as 'LMC.' By 'fortune
Ling Mengchu means qualities or objects of human
desires, such as good luck, marriage, success or
prosperity, rather than destiny.
Here I follow Crane's critical procedure in his
essay on Tom Jones, where he first identifies the
unifying idea by which the various parts of the story
are held together. See CC, p. 624.
See Friedman: 'Fortune [Action]' refers to the
protagonist's honor, status, and reputation... p. 156,
see above, p. 29.
Urban Centres: The Cradle of Popular Fiction,
in Studies in Chinese Literary Genres, p. 275. See
also Wong Meng Voon's Sung-Yttan Vernacular Fiction and
its Conceptual and Stylistic Characteristics, Diss.
(University of Washington, 1 975; Michigan London:
University Microfilms International, 1979), especially
the conclusion.
For information on the middle-class economy of
the Ming dynasty, see Hu Shiying, Chapter 2; and Fu
Yiling 傅 衣 凌 , Mingdai jiangnan shimin jingji
shitan 明 代 江 南 市 民 经 济 试 探 (A Study of the
Urban Economy in Jiangnan in the Ming dynasty),
(Shanghai: Xinhuc 新 华 , 1957).
7
Hanan has also commented on this event. See
LUC, p. 10t.
o
See CC, p. 632, see above p. 31.
See Walter Jackson Bate, ed. Criticism: The
Ma.jor Texts (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1 952), p. 36,
for his explanation of this particular Aristotelian
t erm.
10 See LMC, p. 114: The center of his [Ling
Mengchu1s] art was comic and satiric...
11 I think the word 'to release1 is more
appropriate in this context than the word 'to
dissipate1 when referring to emotions. The former
means 'to ease or alleviate anxiety, fear and pain,
etc.' while the latter means 'to scatter or spread
wastefully or extravagantly.'
12 See Tang Junyi 唐 君 毅 . Zhonccuo wenhua zhi
jingshen jiazhi 中 国 文 化 之 精 神 价 值 ( The
Spiritual Value of the Chinese Culture), (Taiwan:
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Zhengzhong 正中, 1979), pp. 14, 248.
251. See also Zhaowen xianzhi13 Ibid. pp. 14,
(The Annals of Zhaowen Prefecture),紹 文 具 志
Chapter 4: The businessmen earn with minimal effort
three times investment. This is done by those who are
商 賈 之 狄 利 三 而 勞 輕 ， 心 計adept in scheming,
之 民 力 之 quoted in Fu Yiling, p. 30.
14 James Legge, trans. The Four Books: Confucian
Analects, 18:6 (New York: Paragon Printing Corp.,
1966). See also Hegel, Chapter 2 on the relationship
between society, self and tradition.
Liangge Huaben gushi15 See Bai Ziren 伯 子 仁
(A Study of Two兩 个 话 本 故 事 的 研 究de yanjiu
文 學 評 論Huaben Stories, in Wenxue pinglun
(Literary Criticism), Vol. 7, pp. 90-91. See also Chou
Ying-hsiung pp. 238-239, 251. Chou states that in this
particular Erpai story, money dominates and defines
human relationships.
16 See Fu Yiling, p. 49, also see Hu Shiying, p.
358.
17 Yang Lien-sheng, The Concept of Pao as a Basis
for Social Relations in China, in Chinese Thought and
Institutions, ed. John K. Fairbank (Chicago and London:
The University of Chicago Press, 1964), p.291.
18 See Bai Ziren, p. 99.
19 See Holman, p. 107, and Frye, p. 167.
20 See LMC, p. 95: ...Ling scrupulously avoids
pathos, either by technical means or simply by avoiding
96pathetic incident.
21 See also AOC, p. 165.
22 Entertainment as Art: An Approach to The Ku-
Chin Hsiao-Shuo, in Chinese Literature: Essays,
Articles, Reviews, Vol. 3 (1981), 244. See also Hu
Shiying, pp.- 172-473.
23 See AOC, p. 184: Shakespearean comedy
illustrates... the archetypal function of literature in
visualizing the world of desire, not as an escape from
'reality,' but as the genuine form of the world that
human life tries to imitate.
24 LMC, pp. 101-113.
25 See Richard C. Hessney's study on the structure
and themes of this group of stories, in Beautiful,
Talented and Brave: Seventeenth Century Chinese
Scholar-Beauty Romance (Michigan London: Columbia
University, 1981).
26 See also AOC, p. 170.
27 Hanan considers this story the best of the
comedies written by Ling. See LMC, p. 102.
28 See L?lC, pp. 108-111 for Hanan's ideas
concerning the role of obsession in satires of folly.
29 For a summary of the story, see below, pp. 119-
121, in Chapter Three.
30 See Wong Meng Voon's study of the simplified
ideas of divine retribution as conceived by the general
public, pp. 145-166.
31 The Early Chinese Short Story: A Critical
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Theory In Outline, p. 317.
32 Ibid., P. 314.
33 The Problem Of Structure In Chinese
Narrative, in Chinese Literature in Comparative
Perspective, ed. Yip Wai-lim (Los Angeles London:
University of California, 1979), p. 435.
34 Ibid., pp. 440, 433.
35 The Early Chinese Short Story: A Critical
Theory in Outline, p. 314.
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Chapter Three
Plots of Character in the Erpai
1
The characters in the ErPai collections exhibit at
least three common characteristics. First, as
mentioned in the last chapter, the characters belong to
what Frye calls the low mimetic mode, and are what
Hanan and Timothy Wong call life-size characters.1 By
centering the stories around the lower-middle classes,
Ling draws his works nearer to his readers who belonged
mainly to those classes. In this way, Ling gains
greater control over his reader's emotional responses
toward the experiences and behavior of the fictional
characters, since the two share similar mental
attitudes and life experiences.
Second, as Prusek suggests, the characters are
such social types as artisans, shop assistants,
concubines, etc. Hanan also comments that Ling tends
toward the presentation of types rather than
individuals, of variations on 'the typical rich man,'
'the typical tradesman,' and so forth (LMC, P. 93).
And Ling presents morality and psychology through the
sneial type (LMC, p. 93). Hence, in the collections,
we find foolish and licentious rich men, loyal and
greedy servants, faithful and wanton wives, blood¬
thirsty and honorable thieves, etc. Since each type is
characterized by a specific psychology and set of
values, Ling does not have to depict in detail what
they feel and think, or why they take a certain course
of action, for this is usually implied through what
Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg term the direct
2
narrative statement. Accordingly, every character is
formally introduced...with a sentence or two of
attributes.... All his subsequent actions are implicit
in his introductory description... the characters are
not endowed with any attributes extraneous to the
action being presented (NN, pp. 172-173) In this
way, every [mentioned] aspect of character is given
expression in action (NN, p. 173) For example, in
the story Zheng Acquires a Noble Title Through Good
Deeds, (see above, p. 75) Ling introduces Zhengfs
personality in a single sentence spoken by his master:
He is honest and hard-working, and is rather
dependable. 〔 老 买 勒 紧 ， 颇 称 得 用 CK, p. 446)
Later, Zheng's honesty is confirmed when he returns the
gold to its owner. Zheng's decision to do this is
quite predictable because he is an honest man, as
believed by his master. To present human figures as
social types using direct narrative statement allows
for economy in the depiction of inner life. In this
respect, Ling aims at what Aristotle calls the
universal, or how a person of a certain type will on
occasion speak or act, according to the law of
probability or necessity... (IX.4).
Third, as Hanan suggests, Ling's technique
consists in treating his characters with
detachment... (LMC, p. 94) in order to bring out the
intended ironic or satirical effect. In other
instances when Ling shows involvement toward his
characters, he is sympathetic instead of satirical.
Although such cases are uncommon, we have seen one
example in The Fellow of Reversed Fortune, and will
discuss another in the story of the herd boy in Chapter
Four. Timothy Wong also finds that the detached
attitude is an integral part of the storyteller
3
manner in seventeenth century vernacular fiction.
With this detached attitude...the narrator has reduced
a situation fraught with the possibilities of
exploration into human nature to a chuckle and a
4
smile.
It is true that the depiction of character as
types instead of individuals, and the employment of a
detached attitude in presentation account for a general
lack of real psychological insights in Ling's works.
However, there are a number of places where Ling shows
more sympathy and devotes more attention to the
description of his characters' inner lives. To achieve
this, Ling discloses to his readers the character's
state of mind in respond to his own situations or
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events happened to him. Usually, a process of changes
in thought is initiated by a certain change in action
such as character's changed situations or experience.
When this process of change in thought functions as the
synthesizing principle to unite other constituent
parts, and when it functions as the main cause for
reader expectations and fulfillment, successful plot of
thought is created. In other cases when changes in
thought lead further to changes in the character's
behavior or decision making, plot of character is
created. Although plots of character and thought are
rare, examples can still be found in the Erpai. It is
the aim of this chapter and the next to examine plots
of character and thought created by Ling. The
investigation involves three related aspects. First,
the ways in which Ling presents the inner life of his
characters. Second, and more significantly, the ways
inner life is depicted in a developing manner involving
a complete process of change. Third, cases in which
changes in thought lead to changes in the character's
behavior or affect his decision making. In other
words, we will examine how Ling presents the developing
inner life of his characters, how their thought changes
and how in some cases such changes lead to a change in
the moral character of the protagonist.
In these three related aspects lies the
distinction between plots of character and plots of
thought. If the story evolves around only the first
two aspects, that is, about the presentation of a
complete process of change in the protagonist•s
attitudes and ideas, the story has a plot of thought.
However, in cases in which the story, having fulfilled
the first two aspects, goes on to include also the
third, it has a plot of character. In this case, after
the character has acquired knowledge which affects his
attitudes and ideas, he makes certain decisions and
changes his behavior. Thus plots of thought
demonstrate the ways in which the beneficial change in
thought takes place, while plots of character further
investigate how such changes in thought affect or are
made manifested in changes in the protagonist's
behavior and decision making. Friedman draws a similar
distinction between plots of character and thought. He
suggests that some stories do not continue on to
demonstrate the effects of this beneficial change [in
5
thought] on [the protagonists] behavior. In such
cases, the stories can be said to have plots of thought
rather than plots of character.
Let us start with a comparative study of two
stories in which a change in the protagonist's moral
behavior is presented. They are Qutu Indulges in
Cruel Slaughter 马司军泰，生众杀±14王1中—：、屈
冥 全 内 侄 (1.37) and The Return of the Prodigal
， 痴 公 子 狠 使 噪 婢 钱 ， 贤 丈 , 、 巧 晴 回 头 婿
(11.22). During the course of my study, I will
highlight the two stories' particular qualities, and
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then proceed to compare them with Crane's model.
Before the actual analysis, let us reconsider for
a moment Crane's ideas of plots of character: the
synthesizing principle is a completed process of change
in the moral character of the protagonist, precipitated
or molded by action, and made manifested both in it and
in thought and feeling (CC, pp. 620-621). Here
character refers to the protagonist's purposes, habits
and behavior, and is revealed when he makes a decision
voluntarily (see above, p. 30).
The first story tells how a man changes from
isruthlessness to goodness. Qutu Zhongren 屈 突 仲 任
a dandy from a wealthy family. After dissipating his
considerable family wealth, he and his servant begin to
steal cattle and other livestock to butcher as food.
After gaining some experience in, this business, they
begin trading stolen livestock for money. The two men
spend all their time and energy experimenting with
peculiar cooking methods by torturing the animals to
death. Qutu's obsession in cruel slaughter is so
deeply ingrained that some good advice given to him by
his uncle has no effect on him he maintains this
ruthless way of living for more than ten years. Later
his servant died and he is dragged to the underworld to
testify the deceased servant's vicious deeds. In the
underworld, he meets his uncle who works there as an
official. His uncle tells him how dangerous his
situation actually is, and that the thousands of lives
he took in the human world will seek revenge for their
suffering. Qutu then pleads to his uncle for mercy.
To resolve this crisis, another official suggests that
Qutu promise the animals that he will zhuifu 追 福
(cultivate blessings CK, p. 800) for them in the human
world so that they will become human beings in their
next reincarnation. In addition, Qutu gives a large
quantity of his own blood to feed the animals. On his
way back to the human world, Qutu passes a bustling
restaurant. Tempted by the dishes of meat and fish he
sees there, he forgets his uncle's warning and relapses
into error, for which he is punished by the guards of
the underworld to swallow rotten human flesh and
maggots. Thereafter, Qutu follows his uncle's
instructions to read the Buddhist sutras, and pricks
his arm to obtain blood to copy the sutras. He also
relates his experiences and preaches the righteousness
of renouncing killing and of freeing captured animals.
Many people repent their sins after having learned from
his experience. Qutu continues this way of life
thereafter, and dies a natural death.
In this story, Qutu's character, influenced by
both action and thought, undergoes a complete change.
The beginning stage of the change which takes place in
the human world is about Qutu's engaging in
slaughtering for ten years. The middle stage starts
when he is sent to the underworld and ends when he is
released back to the human world. The final stage
describes his life in repentance in the human world.
The unifying idea of the story is the process through
which the originally evil protagonist learns a big
lesson from his experience and finally repents. In
discussing this particular plot as an artistic
principle, we must also examine in some detail the way
yinguo baoying 因 果 报 应 (cause and effect, divine
retribution) binds the story's many threads together.
The ideas of yinguo baoying originate from the
Buddhist philosophy of karma. According to this
philosophy, Each act (karman), whether mental, oral,
or bodily, produces a seed which moves along with the
human compound through successive lines, until it meets
an opportunity to develop; then the act is
retributed. However, a true comprehension of the
theoretical and philosophical concepts of karma
requires a high level of intelligence and scholarship
which is beyond the capacity of members of the lower
classes. Thus yinguo baoying must be expressed in a
relatively simple way in vernacular fiction for easy
comprehension by the general reader. The stories
usually illustrate the basic conception that Good will
be rewarded with good, and evil with evil. 善 有 善 恥
|I个丨 Qutu's punishment in this story is a
good illustration of how the simplified concepts of
yinguo baoying work.
In the initial stage of the change, Qutu has no
interest in scholarly pursuits, but indulges himself in
gambling, hunting, drinking, all sorts of sensual
pleasures and leads a wayward life. 11,
终 日 只 是 樗 蒲 射 猎 为 事 … … 纵 情 好 色 ， 荒 饮
博 戏 CK, p. 795) Here, as in all other Erpai
stories, Ling employs an external approach to
character by using the technique of direct narrative
statement. In this way, what is mentioned concerning
Qutus personality traits is illustrated in later
actions. Thus character and action are closely
interrelated to bring about the development of the
story. Besides, when these basic attributes of the
character later changed into their corresponding
opposites, the impact of the change and contrast is
intensified. With this economy of presentation, QutuTs
image as a rich young dandy which fits the Chinese
stereotype of the prodigal son (LMC, pp. 107-108) is
established at the very beginning of the story. It is
therefore natural for such a person to gradually
exhaust his family wealth; and with the decline in
fortune, his wayward nature will in turn deteriorate
futher, due to the fact that he has to depend on
whatever means to survive. At this stage, when Qutu
engages in stealing, he degenerates from a hooligan to
a criminal.
While this first degradation in character can be
attributed to financial pressure, a further
deterioration in his behavior reveals his deep-rooted
evil nature. He takes special pleasure in
slaughtering 子又性| CK, p. 796) When he is at
leisure, he uses every possible means to kill
【 千 方 百 计 ， 思 量 杀 害 生 命 CK, p. 796) and nevei
lets an animal or bird escape alive. To make the
situation worse, he and his servant torture the animals
to death and slaughter only to seek pleasure. Qutu
therefore proves himself to be a thoroughly evil
character, since he indulges in the fulfillment of
inhuman purposes. According to Aristotle, Character
is that which reveals moral purpose... (VI.17), and
that ...the character will be good if the purpose is
good (XV.1).
In this first stage, Qutufs character appears to
deteriorate beyond salvation. It is unlikely that his
indulgence in slaughter will be punished in this world.
In order to fulfill the reader's belief in yinguo
baoyingt Ling arranges to have Qutu caught to the
underworld where his viciousness is accordingly
punished. Thus we have the middle stage of the change
taken place in the underworld.
In the underworld, after his uncle's warning, Qutu
reflects on his behavior and begins to be scared.
想 着 平 日 所 为 ， 有 些 彳 稷 怕 起 来 CK, p. 798) He
then pleads to his uncle for mercy: I have committed
every sort of evil-doing in the human world; I
neglected your advice and refused to believe in the
existence of the underworld... 〔 小 侄 生 前
不 听 好 言 ， 不 信 有 阴 间 地 府 ， 妄 作 妄 行 CK. p. 698) Here
Qutu reveals change in attitude. He realizes the
nature of retribution and is willing to admit the
maliciousness of his behavior. After the crisis is
over, the judge warns him: ...since you have now
gained knowledge of retribution, you must work hard to
xiufu (cultivate goodness). 〔 7
努 力 修 福 CK, p. 801) Qutu promises his uncle that
he will mend his ways by giving up his evil habits and
return to a life of good deeds. 1“4“、一吕又.11V当‘0171
不 敢 再 增 罪 业 CK, p. 801) However, Qutu fails to
keep his promise and desires to eat meat again the
moment he sees a restaurant. The restaurant incident
is actually a test arranged by the underworld. After
his terrifying experience there, Qutus awareness and
repentance are brought home to him. 〔 卸 任 越 加
悔 悟 CK, p. 802)
The middle stage consists more of a change in
thought than in character. Qutu's thought is changed
because by then he believes in the existence of the
underworld, therefore admits his viciousness and is
willing to repent. However, we cannot say that in this
stage Qutu undergoes a change in character. Although
he has made decisions to repent, no behavior of his is
yet given to show that he has actually put his decision
into effect. His change in thought is, in fact, built
upon an understanding of yinguo baoying, which forces
him to admit his guilt and submit unconditionally to
anything asked of him to do in order to compensate for
his wicked deeds. In other words, the change results
not so much from his realization .of his own
viciousness, but from his realization of the power of
yinguo baoying. Such change is therefore incomplete.
Under threat of death, Qutu is reluctant to repent.
But he has no choice at all.
On three occasions Qutu shows that he is not aware
of the evil nature of his own behavior. His repentance
is only a means of avoiding suffering and punishment.
Qutu admits his viciousness both before and after
the episode in which he gives his own blood to feed and
calm down the animals. He admits his viciousness the
first time when his uncle warns him of his dangerous
situation. On the second occasion, it is only upon the
advice of the judge that Qutu asks how to atone for his
misdeeds. Here however, his repentance is not
voluntary, but only a way out of trouble. When he is
freed of the threat of death, he will very likely
return to his sins. Thus on the third occasion, when
he arrives at a restaurant which looks normal in all
respects, V 11‘ 1… CK, p. 801) he
believes that he is saved and neglects the lessons
learnt in the underworld, but it is there that he
suffers once again. After this terrible experience, he
begins to realize the power and omnipresence of yinguo
baoying. His ultimate determination to repent is first
initiated by a warning from his uncle and later
confirmed by experience of physical suffering. The
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experience of physical suffering--first, the threat of 
being devoured by animals; second, the pain of having 
blood drawn from his body; and third, the nauseous 
feeling of swallowing rotten meat--gives Qutu a 
strong motive to repent. In short, Qutu is forced to 
change his behavior; he has little choice. While 
according to Friedman, his willingness to change is an 
essential quality in the element of character:
"Character is revealed when he decides voluntarily to 
pursue or abandon a course of action...” (see above, 
p. 30). We can therefore say that Qutu's change of 
thinking is incomplete, and that he maintains a low 
level of consciousness.
In the final stage of change which takes place in 
the human world, we can see once again that it is upon 
threat of suffering and death that Qutu repents. This 
is his reply when the wet nurse asks him about his 
deceased servant: ”1 am back, while he has to pay for
his wrongdoings in the underworld. Who knows how he
suffers!” ( fi3 T . fih ff. Jfe .Hi CF
S nfi T' ft! £ S ^  ^ CK, P* 8°3) Actually, it
is the aim of this kind of tale to preach the 
cultivation of goodness by emphasizing the suffering 
one must bear for evil behaviors. Hence, upon learning 
of Qutu1s experience, people are terrified ( t -'h i:
K' S'! CK, p. 80H) and some of them repent from
their sins.
By the end of the tale, Qutu changes into an
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entirely different person in terms of habits, behavior
and will. A person who formerly took great pleasure in
slaughtering and eating meat becomes a vegetarian who
preaches the evils of killing. A person who had no
respect for learning now spends a large portion of his
time reading and copying Buddhist scriptures. And a
formerly tough rascal and hunter becomes a quiet, lean
and haggard man, passing his days in repentance.
Viewed in these respects, the change in Qutu's
character is complete: he decides to mend his ways and
can indeed put his decision into effect. Thus Qutu's
repentance conforms with Friedman's ideas of
'character': "Character is revealed when [the
protagonist] decides voluntarily to pursue or abandon a
course of action and in whether he can indeed put his
decision into effect (see above, p. 30).
In order to identify the formal principle of the
plot, let us examine further the various opinions,
judgements and expectations that the story has given
the reader, and how the attendant emotions are finally
satisfied and released (see above, p. 37).
To begin with, the protagonist suffers physically
as a result of his misdeeds. Qutu is plainly a bad
character. To increase the reader's contempt for him,
Ling narrates his deterioration from a rich villain to
a thief, and then to a cold-blooded slaughterer. Ling
also describes in gory detail the ways Qutu maltreats
animals,. The aim of this is to build up disgust in the
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reader and to reinforce the reader's belief in yinguo
baoying, and the reader comes to expect that Qutu will
be punished sooner or later for his evil deeds.
He is punished in two ways. First, a meat eater
confronts the threat of being eaten alive by animals in
the underworld, is forced to swallow rotten human flesh
and is later forced to remain a vegetarian. Second,
the formerly bloodthirsty Qutu gives up a large
quantity of his own blood in the underworld to repay
his debts, and is forced to bleed himself continuously
for the rest of his life.8 Qutu's punishment functions
to create in the reader a sense of righteous
satisfaction.9 The reader's expectation that evil will
be repaid with evil is thus fulfilled, and the anger
directed toward Qutu's viciousness is satisfactorily
released.
However, the story has another effect apart from
that which results from the operation of yinguo
baoying. This is the comic and satirical effect. In
the previous chapter we have seen several examples of
Ling making fun of his characters' follies and
obsessions. The same technique is also used in this
story. Qutu's obssessions, according to Hanan, are
hunting, together with the sophisticated savagery...of
gourmet cooking... (LPN, p. 109) Hanan sees an
element of comic, even farcical, exaggeration in the
scene where Qutu is confronted with the whole
noDulation of animals he has killed in a lifetime of
bloodsports, now grown to menacing size, with pigs and 
sheep as large as horses and oxen, and horses and oxen 
as large as rhinoceroses and elephants” (LMC, p. 97).
Thus Qutu undergoes a change in character brought 
about by an incomplete change in thought. Let us now 
examine the story ”The Return of the Prodigal.” Here 
Yao , the wealthy young protagonist, is the
object of Ling’s satire. The son and heir of a rich 
official, he uses his wealth and leads an extravagant 
life, ( i'vj Tl- & & ® EK, p. 444 ) and
at one point he is flattered by a group of parasites 
who scheme for his money and properties. A few years 
later, after Yao squanders all of his money, these 
parasites pursuade him to give away land deeds to 
support his wasteful ways of living. Later, Yao 
reluctantly sells his horses, his mansions and his 
wife, and wastes the money he gets from these 
transactions. He finally sells himself as a laborer, 
but later becomes a beggar. It is fortunate that Yao’s 
father-in-law has, since Yao’s decline, made plans to 
teach him the virtues of thrift. He arranges for Yao' 
to work as a janitor in Yao’s former wife’s mansion, 
and pretends that his daughter has re-married after Yao 
sold her. Yao works discreetly and with discipline at 
his new job and gradually realizes the difficulties of 
earning money. Having witnessed Yao’s recognition, his 
father-in-law reunites Yao with his wife and gives the 
couple a mansion and some land. Thereafter, Yao leads
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a frugal and hard-working life, and cuts off al
contact with the idlers. 〈 省 吃 俭 用 ， 勤 心 苦 胝 … …
小 容 一 个 闲 人 上 门 EK, p. 460]
The organizing principle in this story is built
upon a radical change in character from extravagance to
frugality. In three respects this plot resembles a
Western maturing plot: first, the formerly naive
protagonist grows through experience; second, the
change in character is directed first by a change in
fortune, and then by a change in thought; third, the
protagonist finally makes a correct decision after
experiencing suffering and gaining awareness. These
three qualities correspond with Friedmans description
of the maturing plot as a sub-category of plots of
character. Friedman states that in the maturing plot,
the insufficiency of the protagonist1 s character is
frequently the result of inexperience and naivete...in
his beliefs and attitudes; that some means must be
devised for changing his thought; that in order to
give strength and direction to his character, the
change may be accomplished through some
drastic...misfortune... as a way of finally proving his
regained strength and purpose; and that the
1 0
protagonist will choose the right course after all.
Yao is just one of the many prodigal sons in
Ling's stories. But he is a little different. He is
prodigal obsessed with the heroic ethic and its
contempt for money (LMC, p. 110). The ways he
embodies the heroic ethic and squanders his possessions 
are presented with grandiose exaggerations. All along 
he remains ignorant of the difficulties of making money 
and is unware of his own responsibility for his 
declining fortunes. Yao learns the virtues of thrift 
only after his property is exhausted and he has 
suffered from the hardships of earning his own 
livelihood.
Yaofs first moment of awareness occurs when he 
becomes a beggar. He shows his regret in a beggar song 
he has written himself: "Had I known earlier my 
hardship, I would never have associated with that bunch 
of devils. . ." ( f- t;ll £lj lit if ft W  S B
iu ft Wl EK, p. 455) This internal awareness 
manifests itself outwardly when later he performs well 
as a janitor in order to secure his post and to avoid 
suffering in poverty again. He saves money and refuses 
to spend it on wine or other pleasures. He says, "It 
was not easy to earn. I'll save this money for my 
future use and will never again be an idler."
( vi: f t  M M  f t  ft* f t  M  ¥ <  fn #  r f  f t  f t  f t  f t
^ ft T EK, P* 45 8) Besides, he asks an older
friend to teach him how to earn money: "Please teach me
a way to earn interest on my money, or how to profit
from doing handiwork. . ." ( ft ft ft ft  P ft1 ft
^  ^ JL ft- {ft ft: ft f ft EK, p. 45 8) Based on




As Yao's character develops, the reader's
emotional responses are affected. In the beginning of
the story the reader likely despises Yao for his
inability to distinguish good from bad, or to be aware
of his financial problems. However, hope is kindled
when Ling reveals that Yao's virtuous father-in-law
will attempt to save him: the reader expects that after
undergoing an ordeal, the prodigal will learn his
lesson and change to goodness. These expectations are
eventually fulfilled when Yao begins to realize his
folly and takes action to change his behavior. The
reader feels justified when Yao is finally rewarded
with the return of his wife and property.
The analysis above attempts to show both stories
have plots of character. However, an examination of
their individual characteristics reveals that the
second story conforms more closely to Crane's model of
a plot of character.
There are two major differences. The first
concerns changes in thought. Earlier we discussed the
incomplete change of thought in Qutu with regard to how
he recognizes with pain the power of yinguo baoying,
but shows no awareness of his own viciousness. In the
second story, a series of incidents show that Yao
attains enlightenment by reflecting upon his former
benighted life. The second difference concerns the
protagonist's moral choice. Aristotle sees 'character'
revealed through the protagonist's moral choice:
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"Character is that which reveals moral purposes,
showing what kind of things a man chooses or avoids
(VI.17). Confronted by the threat of death and
suffering, Qutu has no choice but to repent. Anyone
would take the same course of action under such
circumstances. His decision to repent is therefore
involuntary. Besides, the major motive for his
repentance is to avoid greater physical sufferings,
though he shows little remorse for his crime. In this
respect, Qutu shows only partial growth. I must
emphasize that no value-judgement is implied here in
deciding whether a certain character is round or flat.
The rationale behind it is that if there is no complete
process of change in thought, whether change for the
good or bad, there cannot be a plot of thought. If
this is granted, we can further conclude that there is
no plot of character if the change in behavior or the
like is based on an incomplete realization in thought.
When applied to the case of Yao, we can decide
that it has a plot of character. The change in Yao's
behavior is not only complete, but also directed by a
complete realization on the virtue of frugality. Yao's
realization is manifested through his speech delivered
on several occasions: he refuses to squander his money
on wine and other pleasures, and he asks to learn the
way of earning a living. These two incidents, which
are themselves also a form of decision making,
illustrate Yao's changes both in thought and character.
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Since Yao shows regret upon his association with the
parasites, learns the difficulties of making money and
finally makes the right choice to lead a frugal and
hard-working life, he grows in terms of awareness and
behavior. His repentance is voluntary.
The first story displays only a partial exposition
of Aristotle and Crane's idea of the plot. Both
critics emphasize the close inter-relationship between
the elements of action, character and thought. Thus a
change in character must also be determined by, or
manifested in, a change in thought.
In this regard, the first story with its
incomplete change in thought cannot be described as
having a complete change in character. In addition,
the changes in Qutu's behavior and habits are, in fact,
revealed through mere actions which involve no real
changes in his moral character. Thus the story does
not conform well with Crane's basic definition of plots
of character, which states that the plot should be a
completed process of change in the moral character of
11
the protagonist.
I would therefore describe the story of Qutu as
having a plot of action, since Ling is more interested
in presenting the mysteriousness of a journey to the
underworld and the workings of yinguo baoying rather
than in describing the effect of such a journey upon
the moral awareness of the protagonist.
This comparison reveals yet another significant
phenomenon: that there are surely fewer plots of 
character than there would appear to be.
In f,Yao Gongzi zhuan," \% (The
Biographical Sketch of Yao Gongzi) the original source 
of the story of Yao, action and events dominate the 
development of the story.12 It narrates only Yao's 
declined fortune and his physical sufferings. In "Yao 
Gongzi zhuan," Yao dies without acquiring awareness of 
his folly. After undergoing Ling's craftsmanship, the 
original plot of action is converted into a plot of 
character. There Yao's regret, changed attitudes and 
decision making are all presented. In this respect, 
plots of action which focus on the presentation of 
sequential happenings may be regarded as a more 
primitive type of narrative method, while plots of 
character which involve depictions of internal changes 
and the revelation of such changes through behavior, 
belong to a later development.
2
There is another example, apart from the story of 
Yao, in which the whole system of action is designed to 
bring about the protagonist's process of change in 
character. This is "The Muddle-Headed Tutor"
<‘rg  fa %  /p  %  ^  ^  ',rp
(11.26). in my opinion, these are the only two stories
in the Erpai which fulfill Crane's criteria of a plot
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of character.
The story tells how a retired tutor gives his 
entire estate to his three married daughters in the 
belief that they will take care of his daily needs, 
while it turns out that he is treated badly. The tutor 
who becomes helpless and homeless regrets his folly and 
decides to commit suicide, but he is saved and taken 
into the care of his nephew. Later, with the help of a 
former student who become an official, the tutor comes 
into a fortune three or four times as great as his 
former assets. His daughters, knowing that he has 
become rich, come to take him home, yet the tutor 
refuses. He continues living with his nephew and 
leaves all his property to him.
Here the tutorfs gradual change in thought directs 
an ultimate change in his behavior. Let us examine how 
his change in thought takes place. In the beginning of 
the story, the tutor is naive. He ponders, !,...Let me 
distribute all of my property to the three of my 
daughters and let them take care of me in turn. Then I 
can lead a comfortable life in any of the three 
households as I choose.” ( ft ft. fc ft' ft )% ft/
ft- f t  . f t  f t  f t  f t  f t  f t  f t  f t  * f t ;  f t  'iS  f t  §  fti @
g &  a  fL rft W >  ft ft ft ft EK, p. 518). After he 
gives away his property, the tutor enjoys a short 
period of easy living in the three households. But as 
time goes by, conflicts arise. The tutor's uneasy 
feelings gradually intensifies and are changed to
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regret. In pouring out his grievances to his nephew,
the tutor admits his folly. I am stupid to depend
entirely on my daughters. I gave them all of my
property and left none for myself. Now, none of them
will take care of me.11 〈 我 自 差 了 念 头 ， 死 靠 著 女 儿 ，
不 留 个 ‘ 后 步 ， 把 些 老 本 钱 多 分 与 他 们 了 . 今 日 却
没 一 个 理 著 我 了 . EK, p. 520)
The tutorfs awareness is very similar to Yao1s.
They both suffer a decline of fortune before arriving
at a final recognition. In other words, changes in
fortune initiate self-examination, and eventually lead
to changes in attitude.
But in what ways does such recognition influence
the tutor's behavior? Is his recognition thorough
enough? What has he learned from his painful
experience? To answer these questions, Ling presents
the tutor in a new situation in which he acquires a
large fortune. His rise in fortune functions as a test
of his recognition through which his changed character
is also illustrated.
The tutor twice refuses his daughters' invitation,
having seen through their deception. He says to
himself, They show their affection to me now that I am
rich. 一丫！、|4-“来7丨11
1
了。有我见1 EK, p. 26)
The tutor, now much wiser than before, makes two
decisions: to break with his daughters and to leave his
property to his nephew.
Hanan would have classified this story as a plot
of action, since he calls it 'a comedy of fortune,1
with sudden good fortune descending upon the hard,
penurious life of the teacher (LMC, p. 89). In
considering whether this story is a plot of action or a
plot of character, we become involved with the intimate
relationship between the elements of event and
character. On this issue, Henry James wrote, What is
character but the determination of incident? What is
1 3
incident but the illustration of character? Since
event and character are interdependent, it is often
hard to determine in a particular narrative work which
element functions as the synthesizing principle, and
what are the means to this principle.
To help support my classification of this story as
a plot of character, I will refer to some of Friedman's
ideas. He suggests that when more than one of the
three elements of action, character and thought undergo
changes, we have to determine which of these changes
is the main change, and how the others are related to
that change.121 In the story, the tutor undergoes a
change in action when he becomes rich again and enjoys
family life in his nephew's household, a change in
thought when he realizes his folly in trusting others,
and a change in character when he chooses to break with
his daughters and leave his property to his nephew.
But how do we determine whether the plot hinges upon
his change in character rather than in action or
thought? Through his brief examination of the plot of
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Great Expectations, Friedman demonstrates to us that
the key lies in the narrative work's effect upon the
reader.15 In Great Expectations, the protagonist also
undergoes three kinds of changes. Friedman points out
that the change in character is the end while the other
changes are the means to that end, because he [the
protagonist] has partially alienated our sympathies
early in the book by becoming a snob, and our
expectations and desires are not allayed until he
actually makes overt amends for his bad behavior.16
The reader would not be satisfied, therefore, if only
changes in fortune and thought were presented in this
novel. In much the same way, the story of the tutor
would be significantly weaker if it only narrated the
tutor's realization of his folly, or his rise in
fortune. A depiction of the tutor's changed behavior
is desirable because firstly, it confirms his self-
realization, and secondly, it satisfies the reader's
expectations of his becoming wiser when he eventually
makes a correct decision.
Our examination of the three stories of Qutu, Yao
and the tutor raises a significant problem in the task
of literary classification: marginal cases are apt to
create confusion and ambiguity. To solve this problem,
an intelligent and careful reading of the text is
indispensable. Yet more significantly, as I have
explained in the Introduction, the process of
classification helps us to define the relationship
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between the parts and the whole, and thus to view a
literary work both as an artistic whole and as a
synthesis of parts.
3
In the stories of Yao and the tutor, Ling uses
what Scholes and Kellogg call developmental
characterization (NN, pp. 168-169). This is a
technique in which the character's personal traits are
attenuated so as to clarify his progress along a plot
line which has an ethical basis (NN, p. 169). James
Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
provides another example of this. In this novel,
Stephen's character is attenuated so as to show his
development along esthetic lines as an artist who
combines the religious functions of priest-teacher and
sinner-scapegoat (NN, p. 170). Forster calls this
kind of narrative life by value.17 Yao and the tutor
are also presented according to a developmental motif
with an ethical basis. Yao is a prodigal who returns,
while the tutor is a nave old man who learns to judge
people wisely. Although Yao and the tutor's personal
traits and inward life are depicted in the stories,
this is subsummed under-the developmental motif.
Contrasting with developmental characterization
is chronological characterization, in which the
character's personal traits are ramified so as to make
125
more significant the gradual shifts worked in the
character during a plot which has a temporal basis
(NN, p. 169). For example, in Joyce's Ulysses, Stephen
is seen in a temporal rather than a developmental
manner, as frozen for a day in time, rather than
progressing'swiftly through it toward an evolutionary
goal, and his character is presented in a much broader
and less attenuated manner (NN, p. 170). Another
example is found in The Illiad in which Homer...
presents the character of Achilles... thoroughly in
terms of anger... (NN, p. 169). Forster calls this
kind of narrative life by time.18 The organizing
principle in this kind of narrative, according to
Scholes and Kellogg, is character formulation (NN, p.
168). It is the work's objective to present a
character's personal traits in the context of a certain
event with a temporal basis, wherein one or a few
relevant personal traits are singled out for a more
thorough depiction.
Chinese anecdotes have qualities very similar to
that of chronological characterization. The
anecdotes, which are usually found in plots of action,
place an equal emphasis on the creation of
characterization. In some cases, certain personal
traits of the charaeter.become the stimulus for a
series of events through which the character is in turn
more thoroughly depicted. This is what Joseph Roe
19 IAllen III calls characterization through action.
have found two examples in the Erpai which belong to 
this category: ”Xie Captures the Bandits”
¥ & ft *5 «  » 4> ti - <!' » <8 £  m ±  &
(1.19) and "Master Thirteen is Received by the Emperor 
at the Age of Five" M $ £v 7C W ft ft . ft H 
E  P $3 ft (II.5). A brief discussion of the first 
story follows.
The story tells how Xie Xiaoe lit 7j % , a
fourteen year old young woman, decides to take revenge 
on behalf of her father and husband who were killed by 
bandits. In two dreams, her father and husband present 
her with two riddles in which the murderers1 names are 
concealed. She then disguises herself as a beggar and 
asks everybody she meets the riddle. Several years 
later, the riddle is solved by a learned scholar, and 
the murderers1 names are revealed. Xie disguises 
herself as a man and gets a job as a butler in a 
household in which the master’s surname is the same as 
the murderers1. The master praises Xie’s performance 
and places his trust in her. Noticing some silverware 
on which the name Xie is engraved, Xie feels certain 
that her master is one of the two murderers. However, 
she delays her revenge for more than two years until 
her master’s brother arrives to take part in a grand 
banquet, where she gets the two brothers drunk and has 
one of them killed. Since the other is not heavily 
drunk, she asks help from her friends whom she treated 
well in the past. The remaining murderer is then taken
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to court and sentenced to death. The magistrate frees
Xie because she has displayed filial piety.
This story is of course oriented around action.
Its title suggests that it will narrate a complete
process in which the bandits are caught and the revenge
is taken. However, Ling pays particular attention to
his depiction of Xiets strong will. This is done in
two ways. First, he frequently reveals her state of
mind: how she misses her father and husband, how she
hates the murderers, and how she calculates every step
in her revenge. Second, he provides a detailed
description of the action she takes and the reasons
behind these actions. In other words, Ling is not only
interested in presenting the process of revenge, but
also pays attention to depict the character of Xie in
terms of strong will.
I would conclude the chapter with two observations
I have found through the study of plots of character in
the Erpai. First, there are cases, rare though they
are, in which Ling shows interest and capability in the
presentation of the character's inner life reflected
through speech and behavior. Second, action plays a'
significant role even in plots of character. In the
stories of Yao and the tutor, the protagonists' changes
in action exercise strong organizing functions which
almost match the synthesizing power of changes in
character. Thus the Erpai stories are evolved around
action, even in plots of character. In the next
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chapter which deals with changes in thought we will see
that changes in the protagonist's situation play a
dominant role in advancing the story and in bringing
about a change in thought. Both Yao and the tutor
undergo first a decline in fortune before they acquire
awareness, and the awareness in turn leads indirectly
to a rise in fortune. In these two stories, since
action and character are so closely interdependent, it
is often difficult to decide on which element functions
as the synthesizing principle.
1
Entertainment as Art: An Approach to the Ku-
Chin Hsiao-Shuo p. 249.
2
The Nature of Narrative (London, Oxford, New
York: Oxford University Press, 1979.), p. 171.
Hereafter abbreviated as N.1
3
Entertainment as Art: An Approach to the Ku-
Chin Hsiao-Shou, p. 241.
4
Ibid.
Forms of the Plot, p. 163.
E. Zttrcher, Buddhism in China, pp. 60-61, in
Raymond Dawson, ed., The Legacy of China (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1 964); quoted in Wong Meng Voon's
Sung-Yttan Vernacular Fiction and Its Conceptual and
Stylistic Characteristies, p. 146.
7
See Wong Meng Voon, p. 165.
O
I would like to refer to Li Tianyi's comment on
the way many people repent having learnt from Qutu's
example. Li says, This excellent result is better
than the copying of the sutras.
， I 7 1〔 III. V1‘
4
|V CK, p. 804) However, I want to emphasize the
symbolic significance of copying the sutras: debts of
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blood must be paid in blood. This symbolic meaning
helps to create a sense of righteous satisfaction in
the reader, and therefore helps to establish the formal
principle of the plot.
9 Forms of the Plot, pp. 161-162.
10 Ibid., p. 161.
11 I suggest that Friedman improve his definition
of 'character' by qualifying the protagonist's
decision-making with a consideration of his moral
character. See above, p. 30.
12 Quoted in Hu Shiying, vol. 2, p. 588.
13 The Art of Fiction (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1948), p. 13.
14 Forms of the Plot, p. 155.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
17 Aspects of the Novel, p. 143.
18 Ibid.
19 An Introductory Study of Narrative Structure
in the Shi ji, Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles,
Reviews, 3 (1981), 31-66.
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Chapter Four
Plots of Thought in the Erpai
1
Many critics have commented about the lack.of
psychological portrayal in traditional Chinese
narrative. Bishop observed that to the Chinese
novelist, the mental life of his fictional characters
is an area to be entered only briefly when necessary
and then with timidity.1 Agreeing with Bishop, Timothy
Wong comments: The Ku-Chin stories do sometimes relate
the thought of certain characters but these brief
ventures into the human mind are a far cry from
psychological realism.2 In considering this issue, let
us first examine the western literary tradition.
Scholes and Kellogg state that the inward life is
assumed but not presented in primitive narrative
literature, such as the Greek epics (NN, p. 166).
Although Scholes and Kellogg call this a general
characteristic of the heroic narrative of all cultures,
they add that the traditional story called for no
growth or change of character (NN, pp. 167-168).
However, in the Chinese tradition, Joseph Roe
Allen III has discovered psychological portrayal in the
Shiji 71 (The Historical Records). written bv Sima
Qiai III马司 (115-86 B.C.?).3 Allen's study is
beneficial in the examination of plots of thought in
Chinese narratives, since the Shiji has been considered
by several critics to contain the seeds of fiction in
4
China. Allen argues that direct quotation of a
character's words are repeatedly used to reveal the
thoughts, motivations and character of the people in
the story.
This interest in the character's psyche is evident
in the vernacular short stories of the seventeenth
century. For example, C.T. Hsia praises The Pearl-
sewn Shirt 珍 珠 衫 二 人 重 会 by Feng Menglong
as a human drama of almost complete moral and
psychological coherence, and says that it strikes the
6
warm, passionate note of normal humanity. While in
another instance, Bai Ziren points out the careful
calculation which takes place in the minds of Qin Zhong
秦 重 and Huakui Niangzi 魁1.1 in the story
The Oil Vender and the Courtesan, -111’
also written by Feng Menglong. Qin plans his courtship
carefully while Huakui Niangzi has her own interests
7
clearly in mind when choosing a husband. In mentioning
the above works, I intend to suggest the existence
rather than typicality of psychological insights in the
Chinese narrative tradition. Hence, it is unfair to
conclude that psychological realism is absent in the
vernacular short stories of seventeenth century China,
although portrayal of the inner life is sometimes not
as detailed or thorough as in works in the western
tradition.
Regarding the character1s changes in thought, seen
by Crane as the prime quality of a plot of thought,
Scholes and Kellogg tell us that this is quite a late
development in the western tradition: The concept of
the developing character who changes inwardly is quite
O
a late arrival in narrative (NN, p. 165). They add
that the inner development of the hero in western
narrative took shape under the influence of
Christianity in the twelfth century when Christian
concepts are blended with the late Celtic romances (NN,
pp. 167-168). These works are preoccupied with a
description of the character's progress in Christian
knighthood. In the Chinese tradition, characterization
is usually limited to a depiction of a character's
personality, attitudes and state of mind. In this
respect, although the character's psychology is
sometimes touched upon, the inner life is seldom
presented in the form of a process of change. Since
the process of change in thought is an area not often
exploited, there are much less plots of thought in
traditional Chinese narratives.
Nevertheless, the story The Herd Boy Enjoys Honor
Every Night 荣尊夜711！童，产.田十.雛擎V1|‘|1’，4,-习4
(11.19) exhibits such a change. Let us now turn to a
detailed examination of the plot of thought in this
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story.
The story proceeds like this: The protagonist, Yan
, is an orphan who earns his living as aJier 言 寄 儿
manual laborer. One day he meets a Taoist monk who
gives him a verse and asks him to recite it before
going to sleep which will enable him to enjoy happiness
in the dream world. Yan follows his instructions and
in a dream becomes a scholar who writes an essay which
is highly praised by the Emperor. Yan is then made a
Zhuzuolong (EK, p. 390) (Literature著 作 郎
Officer) whose job it is to manage all literary
production in the empire. Later that day when he is
introduced to work as a herd boy in a village
household, he cannot even hold the brush properly when
he signs the contract. At night he recites the verse
again and returns to the same dream, where he corrects
essays written by a group of scholars. A grand banquet
is held to welcome him to his post. In real life, he
is entrusted with a herd of cattle to look after, and
his friends arrange a simple dinner to congratulate
him. In his third dream, the Emperor awards him a
royal robe and umbrella for his abilities, and the next
day his master gives him a straw raincoat and tells him
to pick a lotus leaf for use as an umbrella. Later he
marries the princess in the dream, while in the day he
is given a she-donkey to look after. In the dream, Yan
effects a reconciliation with two invading countries,
as a result of which he is awarded great rank and
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wealth. While he is at the height of his career, a
scholar advises him to be content with his lot and
retire, but Yan refuses. The next day, two herds of
cattle are found dead, and Yan is beaten by his master.
Yan becomes frustrated and decides to stop reciting the
verse. However, misfortune takes place immediately in
his dreams. The princess falls ill and the Emperor
believes in unfavorable reports that have been
circulating about Yan, and thus strips him of his
official titles and has him confined in a manure pit.
Waking from this dream, Yan finds that the she-donkey
has fallen ill. He gathers some fresh grass to feed
the animal, whereupon he discovers a cellarful of gold.
Yan's master therefore asks him to live with his family
and works no more. After this, Yan decides not to
recite the verse any more, and in his dream, all of his
family property is confiscated and he is taken to a
relief home. During the day he is adopted by his
master. However, from then on, Yan is tortured by
nightmares every night. Nothing improves, even though
he recites the verse again. Yan falls ill. The Taoist
monk comes back and tells him that in life there is a
fair distribution of good and bad, decline and
prosperity it is nave to expect one's life to be
prosperous and happy throughout. Yan recognizes the
imperfection of human life and thus decides to leave
his worldly fortune behind and become a Taoist monk.
The change in the story is presented as a process
which leads to a recognition of the imperfection and
transience of human life. The first stage of change
ends with Yan's first encounter with the Taoist monk,
while the important second stage consists of the
interesting contrasts in Yan's sleeping and waking
life. The story then ends with Yan's second encounter
with the monk, leading to his spiritual recognition and
decision to renounce the secular world.
In the first stage, the author presents Yan's
attributes in one brief sentence: He is dumb and
illiterate. 生 来 愚 鑒 , 不 识 一 字 EK, p. 389)
Through the eyes of the monk, we learn more about Yan
through another perspective. The monk thinks that he
has the potential to acquire the Tao, except that he is
hindered bv stuDiditv. 11
，“未障苦 EK, p. 389) Although Yan is of low
intelligence, his responses are spontaneous and
instinctual. This is reflected in the dialogue. When
the monk asks Yan to follow him, Yan replies, How
could I bear the simple life that you lead?
I I 1 1 V EK, p. 389) When the monk
offers to teach him the magic verse, he merely replies,
It's wonderful to be happy at night!( 二1---1
0 EK, p. 389)
Yan's spontaneous responses remind us of Sigmund
Freud's pleasure-principle, according to which the
purpose of life is to seek pleasure. Freud wrote that
There are two sides to this striving [for pleasure], a
positive and a negative; it aims on the one hand at 
eliminating pain and discomfort, on the other at the 
experience of intense pleasures.”^  Accordingly, Yan’s 
first reply is positive, since he avoids the hardship 
of simple life. Ylhile the second reply indicates a 
negative strive for happiness. To highlight the point 
that the search for happiness is instinctual, Ling has 
chosen an uneducated and stupid orphan boy whose mental 
powers are undeveloped and who lacks worldly experience 
or family ties.
Ling’s emphasis on the instinctual aspects of 
human nature is all the more apparent when we compare 
Yan to the protagonists of a few well-known stories 
which share the dream-adventure motif. Take for 
example the Yanglin stories.11 They include the
prototypal anecdote "Yanglin," recorded in the Youming 
lu life ^ ^  (Records of the Dead and the Living) by 
Liu Yiqing ' X i  &  (403-444), and the three
derivatives dating from the Tang dynasty (618-907), 
namely "Zhenzhong ji" 41 il (The World Inside a
Pillow), written by Shen Jiji r 1i, fei > "Nanke
taishou zhuan" & 1*; £  t# (The Governor of the
Southern Tributary State), written by Li Gongzuo
£ ffc , and "Yingtao qingyi" (The
Cherries and the Woman in Black), believed to be 
written by Ren Fan U ?' .12 In these four stories, the
protagonists are presented respectively in the forms of 
a merchant, two scholars and a knight errant. They are
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all adults who are unsuccessful in this world. Their
success in the dream world, whether in terms of
marriage or official rank, provides "wish-fulfillment"
for their corresponding suppressed desires in the real 
1 3world. Although Yan is naive and seems to have no 
suppressed desires in the real world, his success in 
the dream world is basically identical to that of the 
protagonists in the Yanglin stories. Here Ling 
suggests that the worldly happiness for which people of 
all ages and backgrounds strive is no less than the 
normal human desires: marriage, wealth, power and fame.
Another point worth noting concerns the 
protagonist's choice to enter into the adventure. In 
his search for happiness, Yan sets out of his own free 
will to pursue the adventure. He chooses to follow the 
monk’s instructions by memorizing the verse and 
reciting it a hundred times before going to bed; 
whereas in three Yanglin stories, the protagonists 
enter the happy dream world unwittingly; there is no 
question of decision making or active pursuit. Even in 
the original Yanglin story in the Youming lu, the 
protagonist shows no strong initiation in the pursue of 
the advanture. Note the way he enters the dream world:
The temple priest asked him, "Would you like 
to have a good marriage?" Lin answered, "Very 
much so!" The priest conducted him to the 
pillow^whereupon Lin crawled into the 
crack.
\m in  p i; rfl; % "
#  : i; " r  B R|i ifi W  ill tL xL W
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Here Yan is depicted as an active character who chooses
to acquire experience. And with this choice, Yan's
state of mind is more thoroughly depicted when he later
decides to stop and then resume reciting the verse.
When Yan suffers both in the dream and in real life,
there is a reversal in his original choice to strive
for happiness, and this experience also contrasts
nicely with his final abandonment of worldly success
and enjoyment. Aristotle called this reversal of
intention, or a change by which the action veers
round to its opposite (XI.1). Thus the search for
adventure functions to present a fuller, more realistic
character, and adds to the drama of the story.
The appearance of the monk suggests that some
supernatural power is present which functions to direct
the subsequent development. The role of the monk, as
he himself discloses at the end of the story, is to
entice Yan to the dream adventure. The unknown dream
world gives Yan a spiritual experience which helps
change him from ignorance to knowledge, and to change
his attitude toward life.
Let us now examine the fascinating middle stage of
the change, consisting of detailed descriptions of
seven dreams which make up Yan's adventure. In the
first dream, Yan sees himself as an mediocre scholar.
In response to the Emperor's attempt to enlist able
personages, he writes a long essay, and as a result of
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a bribe to please the examiner, is appointed by the
Emperor as the Literature Officer. Mounted on a fine
horse, accompanied by his subordinates and a band, he
rides into the yamen to take up his new post. His
entrance into the ay men signifies the beginning of a
new identity for him. This status and career would
have been impossible for him to attain in real life,
and he has suddenly grown up as well in terms of
physical maturity.
In the second and the third dreams, Yan
demonstrates his ability. He not only corrects all the
essays written by a group of scholars, but also manages
to control those who disagree with his comments. The
Emperor, appreciative of his leadership and capability
in his post, awards him a prestigious royal robe and
royal umbrella. His fortunes advance one step further
in the fourth dream where the Emperor gives him the
princess' hand in marriage. In the fifth dream, a
tougher test of his ability takes place. When the
Emperor orders him to repel invading troops from two
foreign countries, Yan sends two diplomatic envoys and
successfully settles the crisis. And as a result, he
is awarded the highest official rank.
Up to this point, all of Yan's achievements in the
dream world stand for advancements of corresponding
situations in the real world. A boy becomes an adult
an illiterate who earns his living as a manual laborer
becomes a Literature Officer a poor orphan who has no
family life is married into the royal family; a stupid,
naive person becomes a capable minister praised by the
Emperor. In other words, Yan is a master in his first
five dream worlds.
However, there is no direct expression of Yan's
thoughts and feelings in response to his advance in
fortune. Ling gives us no speeches by Yan, one of the
ways from which we can infer his thoughts. Ling
employs instead what Scholes and Kellogg term
narrative analysis to depict Yan's inner life (NN,
pp. 175, 193, 196-198). In this technique the
character's thoughts are filtered through the mind of
the narrator with more or less interpretative
commentary (NN, p. 193). The following are some
examples in which Ling uses this technique:
He is as prestigious and feels as if he were
amidst the clouds and mist.
71不子：？二里云在114111身
EK, p. 390)
Everywhere he goes he is surrounded by many






He eats with the princess every day. He enjoys




Through interpretative commentaries of this kind, Ling
tells his readers Yan's feelings and thoughts in
response to his situations. Thus the kind of
satisfaction and happiness Yan derives from his new
life is easily comprehended by the general reader.
Besides, we should also note that Ling delivers his
comments on Yan's rise in fortune in a detached manner,
whereas we will see later on how Ling describes Yan's
decline with sympathy. Ling's interest is in Yan's
fall from prosperity to adversity, and in the
character's sufferings resulting from his fall.
According to Aristotle, readers are likely to be
shocked if the change of fortune occurs with a virtuous
man who sinks from prosperity to adversity (XIII.2).
To dramatize and intensify both Yan and the reader's
emotional responses toward such a fall, Ling raises Yan
to the heights of his fortune and provides us with a
glimpse of his complacency at the finest moment in his
dream life. In response to the scholar's advice for
him to retire, Yan replies, I am blessed by my destiny
to enjoy riches and honor which are almost imposed upon
me. I simply enjoy myself at present; why should I
worry? 〔 我 命 里 生 得 好 : 杰 对 也 八 ' 七 加 旧 又 ，
何 须 过 戲 只 管 目 前 享 菌 勾 了 EK, p.
395)
This statement is immediately followed by Yan's
sudden fall in the sixth dream which Ling presents with
sympathy. In the dream, the princess falls ill and Yan
takes care of her attentively. However, a few
ministers of lower rank, foreseeing that the princess 
will die and Yan’s power will fade, lodge false 
accusations against him. As a result, his titles are 
taken away from him and he is locked up in a manure 
pit. Here Ling presents Yan's fall with sympathy.
First Ling assures the readers that Yan is good-natured 
and kind-hearted toward his wife. Second, Yan falls 
not because of his own wrong-doings, but as a result of 
other people’s wickedness. Hence, Yan is a good man 
who is not held responsible for his fall.
To intensify the reader’s sympathy for Yan, Ling 
for the first time, after Yan’s fall in the dream, 
discloses Yan’s inner thoughts through the use of 
monologue. Yan heaves a sigh and says, ”1 thought that 
I would be wealthy. How could I know that I would be 
trapped in such adverse circumstances? The scholar’s 
words have really come true.” ( i t  K M 5r*’j
E 4li *3 lib m m ^  £  2 % - B *  EK, p .
396) This monologue shows that Yan realizes the truth 
in the scholar’s words, that ’The mid-day sun gradually 
falls in the west; the full moon gradually wanes.”
( II 4; jit, n $  3  EK, p. 394) Yan’s realization
and final regrets are shown in a more dramatic manner 
in the seventh dream when he meets the scholar for the 
second time. Yan takes the initiative and asks the 
scholar how he can be saved. The scholar recites a 
poem to him and goes away. The poem runs like this:
Everything is turned upside down,
1 4 3
When will it all end?
You will know it
When you meet Zhuangzi [Chuang Tzu]
〈 颠 颠 倒 倒 ， 何 时 局 了 '
遇 著 漆 园 ， 还 汝 分 晓
EK, p. 397]
Actually, the role of the scholar in the dream
resembles that of the monk in real life. Both of them
deliberately lead Yan on to the correct path. However,
at this stage, Yan's realization is still not deep
enough for him to attain true recognition.
Ling has devised a complicated plot to depict
Yan's complete process of change in thought. This
particular plot construction employed by Ling is
complicated in two aspects. First, there is a
complication in structure, which involves a double plot
parallel and symetrical to each other. Second, the
complication involves a reversal of the situation and
recognition, as stated by Aristotle (X.1,2; XI; XVI;
XVIII.2).
One complication in the plot is the contrasting
events of the days and nights. As can be seen in the
plot summary given above, every significant incident in
the dream is contrasted with a corresponding incident
or situation in real life. For example, in real life,
Yan's being employed as a herd boy corresponds with his
entrance into the yamen; an illiterate herd boy who
cannot even hold the brush properly becomes a mature,
competent and learned government official in the dream
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world the group of cattle Yan has to look after during
the day corresponds with the group of scholars he has
to manage in the dream world simple and meagre dinner
in real life is contrasted with a grand banquet in the
dream the staw raincoat given to him by his master and
the lotus leaf he uses as umbrella are contrasted with
the royal robe and umbrella awarded by the Emperor the
she-donkey he is entrusted to look after is contrasted
with his newly-wed princess the two herds of cattle
which are found dead correspond with the two invading
countries that he manages to reconcile in the dream
and his being beaten by his master contrasted with his
being awarded great rank and wealth in the dream. In
short, until the fifth dream, Yan's success in the
dream world reflects trouble and disaster in real life.
Once he stops reciting the verse, his fortune in the
dream world declines when his titles are cut and he is
locked up in a manure pit. While in real life he
suddenly becomes rich having discovered the buried
gold, and is therefore adopted by his master.
This parallel plot construction can be roughly










As Yan passes from adversity to prosperity in real
life, he goes from prosperity to adversity in the dream
world. When he prospers and becomes the master in the
dream world, he is turned into a failure in real life.
And when he becomes a failure in the dream world,
having lost everything he formerly enjoyed, he becomes
the master of his situation in real life, enjoying
wealth, respect, and family life.
This plot construction evokes at least two effects
upon the reader, the comic and entertaining and the
thematic. As Hanan has observed, The two lives
reflect each other, but inversely, so that success in
one life betokens disaster in the other, and the comic
strategy consists of the relationship between the two
(LMC, p. 105). Yan appears to have been fooled in
every aspect. Bitter irony and humor is displayed in
the similarities and differences between, for example,
the straw raincoat and the royal robe, the lotus leaf
and the royal umbrella, and the she-donkey and the
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princess.
A similar plot construction can be found in Feng
Menglong's Gujin xiaoshuo 古 今 小 說 (Stories Old and
New), as discussed by Timonthy C. Wong in his study of
the Pearl-sewn Shirt.15 The plot outline is as
follows: Hsing-ko marries Fortune, who then has an
affair with Ch' en Ta-lang, who dies leaving a wife
Ping, who then marries Hsing-ko, who then is
reconciled.to Fortune after she saves him from a murder





and states that such a symmetrically dalancea plot can
evoke a sense of wonderment and delight, making the
story entertaining. Although the Pearl-sewn Shirt
and the story of the herd boy are different both in
terms of subject matter and thematic implications, the
device of a symmetrical and parallel plot pattern
surely adds to the stories a sense of aesthetic delight
and therefore makes them appeal to the readers.
Hence, the obvious parallels and contrasts in Yan's two
lives are also highly entertaining.
Ling's plot construction also develops the theme
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that nothing is perfect. All along, Yan is master in 
one of the worlds he inhabits, but not both. In other 
words, his mastery in one world is balanced by failure 
in another. We shall see later how Ling employs other 
plot constructions to exploit this theme from different 
angles.
Let us now examine how a change of fortune in his 
two lives affects Yan’s thought. Since there is a 
striking resemblance, although in a negative manner, 
between the incidents in the days and nights, even a 
witless herd boy senses the contrast between them. Let 
us examine Yan’s feelings and thoughts upon the fortune 
in his two lives. All along Yan makes comparisons and 
reflects upon the two worlds of his experience. He is 
fascinated by the first dream, while starting from the 
second dream he begins to enjoy his success and glory.
He says to himself, "It's good being able to attend
banquets. ” ( j •{?] iti V I in EK > p •
391) "I think life is good in the dream.”
( ft- TiTi 4" ■*& -M' >'l ill S'! ill JP: EK, p .  393) "To seek
a good time at night after a day’s hard work.”
( -£■ ^  - B, B H #  IS] iy l-: EK, p. 3 94)
However, when glory in the fifth dream becomes disaster 
in real life, Yan begins to think about the scholar’s 
advice and questions his enjoyment in the dream.
He ponders, ”The scholar in the dream advised 
me to stop. Does it mean that I should quit 
being a herd boy? People often say that one 
dream about what is not, that good fortune 
and laughter in a dream becomes disaster and
tears in reality. After I recite this verse,
I enjoy glory at night, but suffer during the
day. 111 stop reciting the verse and see
what will happen to me.
想 道 ： ” 梦 中 书 生 劝 我 竭 手 ， 难 道 教 我 不 耍 看 牛 不 成 丨
从 来 说 梦 是 反 的 ， 梦 福 得 祸 , 梦 祸 得 福 , 梦 笑 得 哭 .
我 □ 念 了 此 咒 ， 夜 夜 做 富 贵 的 梦 ， 所 以 日 里 倒 吃 亏 ，
我 如 今 不 念 他 了 ； 看 待 怎 的 、
(EK, p. 395)
This monologue marks an important transition in
Yan's thought. He breaks through the boundary
separating the dream world and reality, and treats the
two kinds of experience as one. This is evident when
he assigns a cause-effect relationship to his two
lives, and believes that success at night is the cause
of suffering during the day. This finally leads to his
recognition that life is not perfect, and that it is
made up of both happiness and sufferings. Besides, his
experience in both lives helps advance his mental
capacity. It is clear that in his dreams, he refuses
to listen to the scholar's advice to retreat, while
having suffered in real life, he takes the scholar's
advice and is willing to abandon success at night so as
to live a better life in reality. This is reflected in
his decision to stop reciting the verse. In this
respect, Yan makes a moral choice based on the
realization that the sacrifice one has to make for
success is not always worth it. Furthermore, Yan's
renunciation of his happy dream life shows a complete
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change in thought in regard to his initial pursuit of
happiness.
Yet another significant spiritual advancement
takes place in Yan when he relates the scholar's advice
to real life and wonders if he should quit his job as a
herd boy. Although he has not really quit the job, he
begins to question his life in reality. We shall see
later on that this, along with his other experience,
finally leads to his renunciation of the secular world.
However, the above-mentioned complication in the
plot is not sufficient to bring about a complete change
of thought in Yan. Ling employs an additional
complication in the plot, namely the use of a double
plot. Macauley and Lanning observe that Emily Bronte
tells the same story twice in Wuthering Heights, once
with a tragic ending and once with a happy solution.
Rather than alternating, one follows the other. 16 In
other words, the author answers the same question
twice with opposite visions of what might have
happened.17 Ling's technique is similar to Brontg's in
one aspect and different in another. He tells the same
story twice but provides and reinforces the same
answer.
Let us start with Yan's life after the sixth
dream. After discovering the buried gold, Yan is
invited to come. and live with his master rather than
spend the night in the thatched cottage. His entrance
into his master's house signifies the beginning. of a
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new experience for him. From then on, he is no longer
a herd boy but a wealthy person who receives respect
from his master. He also begins to enjoy family life
in the capacity of an adopted son. In short, his rise
in fortune makes him a master in real life. However,
his situation quickly declines when he starts to be
tormented by his nightmares and finally falls ill. In
this way, he becomes a failure in life, in the sense
that he can no longer enjoy his wealth and family life,
but has to suffer from spiritual torture and physical
illness. This resembles his experience in the dream
world, in. that what is given to him is suddenly taken
away. Hence, the pattern of rise and decline in the
dream world manifests itself once more in real life.






If we compare this diagram witn Lne one r'GSCill.Gl1
earlier, we will note that the latter demonstrates a
pattern in which symmetry and parallelism reflect each
other during the same time sequence, whereas the former
demonstrates resemblance in two cycles, one following
each other. Here Yan's decline in fortune in the dream
world is immediately followed by his rise in fortune in
real life. However, misfortune in the dream world not
only drags Yan down in the dream, it crosses the
boundary to ruin his real life. As a result, Yan
becomes a failure in both the dream world and the real
world.
Ling tells the same story of rise and decline
twice; once in the dream worId and again in the real
world, and provides the reader with the same twofold
answer in both cases; the first answer is that life is
as illusive as a dream. As Ling says in his highly
opinionated introduction (LMC, p. 86): Life is like s
dream. What difference is there between dreaming
and awakening? ( a. tit jk |ij— p, p m m :r
EK, p. 388) Fulfillment in both the dream world and in
reality is merely an illusion. This is a popular theme
in Chinese literature, and is also exploited in the
1 fi
Yanglin series. The second answer is that life is not
perfect. Life is a combination of success and failure,
glory and decline. ( K tit w n W fx, ~m%
iV ,-4 PA
Tj it! EK, p. 399) It is therefore unwise to
indulge oneself in success and glory because these
1 9
things are transient.
To develop these two related themes, Ling relies
on the use of a double plot pattern and on the
realistic presentation of the dream world. Events and
characters in the dream world are presented with
realistic details so that they give a true reflection
of real life. The verisimilitude between the dream
world and reality highlights the idea that worldly
success is as illusive as a dream. Huang Jingjin
expresses a similar opinion on the functions of the
2 0
realistic presentation of the dream world.
In the story, complications in plot function to
awaken a certain awareness in Yan. But this awareness
is not thorough enough to enable Yan to achieve his
final enlightenment. It is the monk who, during their
second encounter, explains to Yan the importance of
human life that he suddenly understands the meaning of
his various experiences. His enlightenment came
suddenly. He knelt down and said, Master, now I
understand that life is not perfect. It is no use
holding on to my fortune, it will end up just like my
official success. I would rather follow you, Master.




It is important to note that it is because Yan
fails in both worlds that he is able to achieve
enlightenment. The two worlds signify the
contamination of official vulgarity and domestic
passion.21 It is therefore necessary for Yan to stay
away from such contamination before he can acQuire the
Tao. He enters the yamen and retreats, after which he
acquires certain knowledge. He enters his master1s
house and retreats to become a monk, this time having
acquired true self-recognition. Taoist tales of this
sort often end up with the protagonist retreating from
the secular world to attain personal immortality. Ling
tells us that Yan disappears in the end. He must have
become an immortal. 1，夕感所不来后7|
苣I了 EK, p. 399) C.T. Hsia states that this
conquest of death is due to complete transcendence of
22
the temptations of power, wealth, and sex... The
protagonists in The Governor of the Southern Tributary
State and The Cherries and the Woman in Black do so
having realized the transience of human life and glory.
The central idea of these stories is that the secular
world is nothing more than a stopover on the path of
life. True enlightenment requires that one renounce
the secular world, so that happiness and saddness
become of no consequence. This idea is apparent in the
names given to the protagonist. He has no family name
of his own, but since he lives under another family's
roof, he is called Jier, which means an adopted son.
In the dream, he is called Jihua w it (EK, p. 390),
which means that he is temporarily living a life of
luxury. When he is adopted by his master, he is called
Mo Ji 莫 继 (EK, p. 398), which means Don't inherit
or Don't go on.
Throughout the story Yan's thinking is subjected
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to the influence of his experience. He accumulates
knowledge and experience as the action develops and his
attitude toward life changes. Yan remains active
during the process of change in the sense that he makes
several decisions for himself and reflects constantly
upon his own experience. Besides, Yan is enabled by
this experience to control the direction of his life
thereafter. Although we must also consider the
influence of the monk's illuminating words, it is Yan
who makes his decision voluntarily. Thus according to
Holman, he is a "dynamic character... who is modified by
the actions through which he passes, and one of the
objectives of the work...is to reveal the consequences
of these actions upon him."23 This makes the story
quite different from most Taoist tales in which, as
C.T. Hsia points out, "...what is stressed is not the
fact of moral struggle but the condition of Taoist
grace which renders a few select individuals
automatically invulnerable to temptation." 24
To conclude this study of the story of the herd
boy, I would like to call attention to a very important
observation: that the story as a plot of thought is
also oriented around action. When viewed from another
perspective, the story is about Yan's rises and falls
in fortune. In real life, there is change for the good
when he gets rich and is adopted by his master but
change for the bad when he gets ill being tortured by
nightmares. In the dream world,. he changes for the
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good when he flourishes in his career and enters the
royal family through marriage but change for the bad
when his titles are cut and he is locked up in a manure
pit. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Ling's few
stories of plots of character and thought are
themselves oriented around a strong action basis. Thus
action plays a dominant role in advancing development
in all Erpai stories.
Another interesting point should be added as a
reference to the present study of the story. If we
apply Joseph Campbell's structural pattern of an
initiation story to Yan's experience, we will surely
obtain some illuminating results.25 Accordingly, the
rise and decline pattern manifested in both the dream
world and real life resembles a complete adventure of
the hero. Yan's moving into the yamen and his master's
house signifies the crossing of the threshold and the
beginning of a spiritual passage. In the dream his
marrying into the royal family represents the meeting
with the goddess and the atonement with the father,
while in real life this is represented by his being
adopted by his master. The crossing of the return
threshold is represented in the dream by his being
deprived of his official titles, and in real life by
his renunciation of the-secular world. His
renunciation of the pursuit of worldly happiness and
glory shows that he is a master of the two [dream and
real] worlds. Happiness and sadness, glory and decline
157are no longer of any consequence to him, as a result of
which he acquires the "freedom to live," which is his
"apotheosis."
This is but a much simplified application of
Campbell's theories, which serves to suggest the
effectiveness of another form of criticism. For
example, Chang Han-liang has applied Campbell's model
to analyse the Yanglin story series.26
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It is hard to find, apart from the story of the
herd boy, another example in the Erpai collections in
which the whole system of action is devoted to bringing
out the process of the protagonist's change in thought.
In fact, all stories about dream adventure involve such
a pattern. In my opinion, this is the only example of
Ling's sh_ort stories to which Crane's criteria of a
plot_of thought can be applied. Although we have also
seen in the previous chapter that a complete process of
change in thought is presented in The Muddle-Headed
Tutor and The Return of the Prodigal, we have also
suggested that they belong to the class of plots of
character, since the protagonists' recognition involves
decision making and motivates subsequent changed
behavior.
In the Erpai collections it is also hard to find
any in-depth description of the characters' inward
life. Whenever a character's inner life is described,
Ling does this briefly and in a detached manner. Thus
explorations of psychological processes or of a mind
tormented by a dilemma are absent in Ling's works. Due
to Ling's minimal presentation of the character's
change in thought, Crane's ideas of plots of thought do
not find wide application in the Erpai. Nevertheless,
there are a number of action plots in which decision
making and recognition are involved. Let us examine
how they are presented in three groups of stories.
The first group depicts spiritual recognition of
the Tao, an example of which we have already seen in
the story of the herd boy. Another example is found in
Idleness Invites the Devil 衣黑1-3字-警‘，春V
奸 生 杀 (1.36), wherein two monks swear to spend
their lives to never leave their monastery, cultivating
Buddhist zhengguo 正 果 (the righteous fruit) and tc
never leave their monastery, which is built high up in
the mountains. One night, the monk of the eastern
corridor hears a person's lamentation coming from the
foot of the mountain. Disturbing thoughts suddenly
spring up in the monk's mind: I have been alone in the
mountains for so many years. I wonder what life is
like in the village. It really breaks my heart to hear
this wail. I‘.:|.’’ 1.1.:-].
？匕，〒、，乂口‘】七「二厂“：， 1 1 CK, p.
779) After this, a monster leaps into their garden and
devours the monk of the western corridor. The monk of
the eastern corridor is terrified and flees the
monastery at once. Down in the village he sees a
maiden coming out of her mansion who is about to elope
with her lover. For fear that he might get involved in
the matter, he continues his flight. In the dark, he
falls into a well where he finds the corpse of the
maiden. As a result, the monk is taken as her murderer
and he suffers greatly in the law court. The truth is
that the maiden's wet nurse arranged to have her son
pretend to be the maiden's lover so he could steal her
jewels and money. When the maiden discovered the
truth, the nurse's son killed the maiden and placed her
body in the well. After being beaten and locked up in
prison for some time, the monk is finally released when
the truth is learned, and returns to the monastery.
The other monk is there and tells him that nothing
actually happened to him that night. The monk of the
eastern corridor meditates for three days and three
nights. When his mind is completely empty, he suddenly
realizes the truth. 〔 3-
CK, p. 789) Evil illusions plagued him because his mind
was distracted by the lamentation. He was therefore
made an accesory in the murder case, and was punished
for his distractions. In a state of tranquility he
recognizes the karma and maintains his purity of
thought thereafter. 他：任静山悟術了； I
从 此 坚 持 追 心 CK, p. 790).
Compared with the story of the herd boy, the
influence of the story's action upon the thought of the
protagonist is much weaker here. We have seen how
Yan's constant reflection upon his experience leads to
a partial recognition before his second encounter with
the Taoist monk. In this story, the monk remains
ignorant of his faults throughout. He explains twice,
to the maiden's father and to the magistrate, that he
fled the monastery to escape from the monster. And he
also mentions twice that it was his destiny to become
involved in the murder case. Since he lacks the power
of self-examination, his final recognition after
meditating comes suddenly and is not impressive. The
recognition is but a means to explain the appearance of
the monster which Ling creates in order to set off the
subsequent series of happenings that are deliberately
complex and filled with suspense, Although it is also
true that the monk's experience leads to his
recognition of the importance of purity of thought, the
story's emphasis is certainly not on the spiritual
aspect, but rather on the interest produced by the
suspense and the complex series of events. 1.28 is
another example in which spiritual recognition also
comes suddenly at the end of the story.
The second group of stories involve the
protagonists' moral recognition or moral choice. In
the story Hu Seduces his Friend's Wife
；广工成：！. 11‘-‘ (1.32), two
friends, Tie and Hu, each have beautiful wives, Di and
Men. Both man want to seduce their friend's wives.
The cunning Hu finally succeeds in seducing Di, and the
two conspire to have Tie spend his nights in a brothel.
Tie eventually falls ill due to excessive indulgence,
and hires a Buddhist monk to pray to the gods for
blessings. The monk has a vision in which Tie's
162
ancestor accuses Hu's ancestor saying that his grandson
has wronged Tie, while Hu's ancestor warns that Hu will
pay for his misdeeds. Tie therefore recovers while Hu
falls ill, due also to indulgence in sex. Tie pays
frequent visits to Hu, which results in his eventually
seducing Men. When Hu dies later, Di also dies of
grief and Tie marries Men. Tie sees the series of
events as a form of retribution: because he wanted to
seduce his friend's wife, his wife was seduced by his
friend and because his friend and his wife engaged in
adultery, they paid for their misdeeds with their
lives. Tie recognizes the sin of adultery and leads a
decent life thereafter.
Like the monk of the eastern corridor, Tie's
recognition comes suddenly at the end of the story.
Throughout the story Tie makes no examination of his
own behavior, not even after the monk reveals his
vision to him. It is only after Hu and Di die that he
recalls the priest's words, reviews his behavior, and
acquires recognition. It is evident that Ling has no
interest in exploring how Tie turns into a good man,
but rather aims at the entertainment produced by the
symmetry of the plot. The outline of the plot





In the two stories, Zheng Acquires a Noble Title
Through Good Deeds (see above, p. 75) and The Gods
and the Devils 庵 内 看 恶 鬼 善 神 ； 并 中 谈
1’ 11 (11.24), descriptions of moral choices are
presented. In the first story, when Zheng finds the
money in the public toilet, he says, How lucky I am!
With this sum of money, I donft have to worry any more
even though I have been dismissed! 〔 造 化 ! 造 化 !
我 有 此 银 子 ， 不 ’ ！ 允 贫 . 就 是 冢 王 赶 出 来 ； ， 彳 、 妨 CK,
p. 447) In saying this, he is thinking of keeping the
money to himself. However, this idea does not last
long before he makes a righteous decision. He ponders
for a while and says to himself, I am destined to
remain poor...How could I be blessed with such a sum of
money? Its owner must have been planning to use it for
something urgent... Perhaps it involves human lives. If
I keep it for myself, although nobody knows about it, I
would have done something shameful. I would rather
























还 他 为 足 CK, p. 447) Although one reason
for his decision is the fact that he accepts his
troubled destiny, the chief motivation comes from his
concern for other people and his own sense of morality.
In the story, Zhengfs good deed functions as a turning
point in his fortunes and as an incident which leads to
subsequent development of the story. Given the
importance of this issue, Zhengs decision is made with
surprising ease, with no psychological struggle at all.
The same manner of presentation is also found in
the second story, The Gods and the Devils. The story
tells how an ungrateful person, Miao, borrows a large
sum of money from his friend Yuan, and refuses to pay
him back when the latter is trapped in extreme poverty.
Out of anger, Yuan decides to kill Miao. However, when
he arrives at Miaofs house, he ponders: Although he
has done me wrong, if I kill him, his family will be
forced to wander about in destitution...I would rather
have him do injustice to me. I cannot do anything that
might harm other people. 〔 及 至 到 了 门 首 ，
再 想 - 想 ， 他 固 然 得 罪 于 我 ， 不 争 杀 ： … … 一
他家老母妻子就要流落他乡了…… X
我 不 可 做 那 害 人 的 事
EK, p. 1191)
In both cases, decision making is presented as an
act of conforming to a set of moral assumptions. The
psychological process which qualifies the story as a
plot of thought is either absent or depicted in a flat
manner in those stories which involve conformation to
moral principles.
The third group of stories involves the
recognition of one's folly. In the story The
Alchemist's Swindle, (see above, p. 82) although the
rich man acquires recongition and demonstrate a change
in thought at the end of the story, he remains a one-
dimensional 'character throughout. After losing a large
sum of money by falling into the trap laid by the
alchemist, he demonstrates no self-recognition at all,
but continues to spend money on alchemy until he
becomes bankrupt. Only when he accidentally meets the
former alchemist's concubine, who discloses the swindle
to him does he realize his folly. From then on he no
longer believes in alchemy. 〔 终 身 不 信 炉 火 之 事
CK, p. 382) Thus his recognition is presented as a
formula to conclude the story, adding to it a touch of
morality. The major concern of the story, however, is
the series of actions which involve a swindle.
The three groups of stories exhibit several common
characteristics. First, the change in thought is not
presented as a process, but takes place suddenly and
without any development, and leads to, or foreshadows
the final change. This lack of development in thought
makes the stories artistically weak, from the point of
view of Aristotle and Crane. Aristotle emphasizes the
completeness of the imitation and states that if
recognition is invented at will by the poet, the work
will be wanting in art (XVI.4). And as we have shown
above, Crane demands a complete process of change
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which exhibits a 'beginning,' a 'middle' and an 'end.'
Second, the protagonist's moral choice which
functions to advance the development of the story is
presented simply and with detachment. No intense
psychological struggle is involved, and the
protagonists arrive at their final decision in a short
period of time, as we saw in "Zheng Acquires a Noble
Title Through Good Deeds and "The Gods and the
Devils." In other instances, the final recognition
presented at the end of the story exercises no effect
at all on the development or unity of the story, but
are tagged on by Ling to provide the end of the story
with a touch of morality. "Idleness Invites the
Devil," "Hu Seduces his Friend's Wife" and "The
Alchemist's Swindle" are examples of this.
Third, it is not Ling's intention to create full-
fledged characters, or to explore their psychological
states, but rather to produce effects of surprise and
wonderment through a deliberate complication of plots.
In this respect, the stories in this group achieve
their effects through a complete process of action.
Thus they can be said to have plots of action rather
than plots of thought.
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This thesis employs the critical concepts of Crane
and Aristotle to study the forms of fictional plot in
the Erpai. According to both critics, form is not
just another name for technique or structure. It is a
synthesizing principle which functions in an artistic
work to give the work completeness and to affect the
reader emotionally. Form manifests itself through a
synthesis of a work's various constituent elements. It
gives these elements their shape and directs their
development so that they may be unified and thus
provide meaning. Form is thus a measure of literary
excellence. In other words, the study of form involves
an examination of the relationship between the
different parts of a literary work and the work as an
artistic whole, and of how the work produces the effect
its author intends.
As Aristotle discussed in the Poetics, action,
character and thought, three of the six parts of a
tragedy, are the three objects of imitation in the
dramatic. Crane believes that these three elements
have an equally great significance in the narrative.
Based on their synthesizing function in different
works, Crane delineates three distinct plot
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constructions, namely plots of action, plots of
character and plots of thought. These elements,
however, are not static, and undergo various changes in
the course of the narrative. These three kinds of plot
construction provide a sensible framework to study the
three elements' varying relationship as synthesizing
principle and subordinate parts in the Erpai stories.
In the present study, I arrive at several
conclusions which can be summarized in two
observations:
First, the three kinds of plot construction found
in the Western fictional works also appear in Chinese
shorter narratives. The distributive pattern of these
three plot constructions is similar to that of the
West: plots of action are the most popular among the
three. To account for this popularity, we may refer to
Forster's discussion of story and plot.1 He states that
story...is a narrative of events arranged in their
time-sequence and composed with an aim to fulfill the
audience or reader's curiosity about what would happen
2 In much the same way, writers of action plots
next.
arrange the series of happenings in such a way as to
fulfill curiosity aroused earlier. Forster adds that
such curiosity is universal and that is why the
backbone of a novel has to be a story...The story is
primitive...and it appeals to what is primitive in
3 Friedman has also expressed a similar attitude by
us.
saying that the first and most primitive type of plot
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[the action plot]...is also...the most common in terms
of the reading public as a whole. The primary, and
often the sole, interest lies in 'what happens
4 This explains why one can probably find morenext...'
plots of action than plots of character and thought in
traditional narrative works.
In the Er ai collections, the majority of the
seventy-seven stories employ plots of action. Although
not all of them have well-woven plots in the Western
sense, well-made examples, such as The Fellow of
Reversed Fortune, can be found. In this story,
character and thought contribute to, and are manifested
through changes in Wen's fortune while the reader's
expectations and their fulfillment are directed by
Ling's sympathetic depiction of Wen's character and
thought.
This story, which can be described as a comedy of
fortune, belongs to one of the four types of action'
plots to be found in the Erpai collections, the other
three being comedies of romance, satires of folly and
satires of crime. I have also discussed several
examples in which the development takes place along
more than one line of action but is unified by a single
thematic idea. Among the rich variety of action plots
that Ling uses, there is a fourth plot construction
which I tentatively term as the plot of object. In
this plot construction, changes of situation evolve
around an object instead of a human being. Since I
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have not, apart from the one story discussed in the
present study, found any other example of this
construction in either Chinese or Western literature,
its significance remains hard to ascertain. However,
we can at least observe Ling's efforts to create a wide
variety of action plots in order to make his works
appealing. Ling often deliberately complicates the
story's development by creating surprising turns of
event and mysterious episodes. However, as Forster
points out, when a plot triumphs too completely the
characters have to suspend their natures at every turn,
or else are so swept away by the course of fate that
our sense of their reality is weakened.5 This
observation describes some of Ling's works accurately.
When Ling concentrates too much on creating complicated
action plots, he appears less than totally proficient
in the portrayals of full-fledged characters and their
inner life. Nevertheless, most of the Erpai stories
that I have chosen for my examples demonstrate a sense
of structural wholeness achieved through a synthesis of
the constituent parts of character and thought, and
directed by action.
Ling's major objective to create complicated
action plots also results in comparatively weaker plots
of character and plots-of thought. Among the seventy-
seven stories, I have found only two plots of character
and one plot of thought. In these three stories,
although a complete process of change takes place in
175
he protagonist's character and thought to function as
t synthesizing principle to unite the constituent units
ind to affect the reader's emotional responses, the
events are arranged in a parallel or symetrical
pattern, or themselves undergo a complete process of
change so that action also exercises an organizing
function nearly as significant as that of the changes
in character or thought. In this respect, action
remains a key organizing factor supporting and shaping
changes even in plots of character and plots of
thought. We can thus conclude that the Erpai stories
are highly action-oriented. A major contributing
factor in this literary phenomenon is the assumption
that Ling's readers were probably more interested in
intriguing events involving the character's fortune and
situation than a detailed depiction of the character's
feelings and attitudes.
The second aspect I have observed in the present
study regards the ways Ling manages to direct and
control the way his stories affect readers. This is
done in two ways: First, Ling's characters and the
events that take place in the stories would be
instantly recognized by his readers, who were mainly
members of the lower-middle classes living in a highly
commercialized urban environment. Both the characters
and the events evolving around them are realistic
reflections of the reader's experiences and mental
attitudes. The second concerns Ling's manipulation of
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involvement and detachment in his presentation of
characters and events. Involvement is expressed by a
display of sympathy or appreciation for the character's
experience, personality or courses of action, while
detachment is associated with irony or satire. Through
the use of these techniques, readers' feelings can be
directed to feel what Ling intends.
Aristotle and Crane's method of the poetic form,
which involves the study of the structural relationship
between the parts and the whole of a literary work, as
well as the work's emotional effects upon the readers,
is applicable to the study of shorter Chinese narrative
works. However, the method may not be applicable to
the study of traditional Chinese full-length novels,
which are generally characterized by an episodic




1 Aspects of the Novel, pp. 110-53.
2 Ibid., pp. 41, 44.
3 Ibid., pp. 41, 52.
4 Forms of the Plot, p. 159.
5 Aspects of the Novel, p. 92.
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